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Preface 


It is a great satisfaction for me to see the publication of this 
English edition of my History of Greek Literature, written in 
collaboration with Fausto Montana, which appeared in a first 
edition in 1998 (published by Laterza) and in a second (revised 
and expanded) Italian edition in 2017 with the distinguished 
publisher Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura in Rome: a volume that 
aims to provide a reference manual for university and for 
consultation by scholars and by anyone with an interest in 
ancient Greek literature, now entrusted to a publishing house of 
great international prestige, namely De Gruyter (Berlin/Boston). 
The English translation was the occasion for a revision of the 
text, which is now leading to the publication of a new Italian 
edition, aligned with this English edition. 


I believe that some things I wrote in the 1998 preface remain 
entirely valid, so I repeat them without any hesitation. I remain 
firmly convinced of the utility of the manual of literary history, 
despite what has been said against it and its supposed negative 
effects also in recent years - convinced that it is essential to 
keep at hand and make use of an instrument that is capable of 
providing the connecting historical threads of a discipline, within 
which only certain parts can ever be approached through 
deeper specific study (which is true of literature, history, 
philosophy, the figurative arts and every field of knowledge), 
and convinced too that it is appropriate and useful to continue 
to produce manuals and to renew them, if for no other reason 
than that the underlying orientations and ideas differ depending 
on the authors (and to have a greater choice is certainly a boon) 
and because there is a need to update them, both from the 
point of view of content (since research advances) and from the 
point of view of form and presentation. 


A manual should be concerned above all with providing data, 
information and basic concepts, which in their entirety form the 
discipline’s connecting historical threads: it should aim to be a 
work of reference. It is important to seek a balance (which is 
certainly not easy) between this aspect and the expression of 
personal orientations and interpretations, chiefly when it 
concerns a topic that is (or has been) the object of particular 
research by the author of the manual. Of course we know well 
that there can be no neutral manual, just as there can be no 
pure and aseptic information, especially when the area of 
interpretation is both wide and fascinating. 


The fundamental line adopted in the exposition in this manual 
of ancient Greek literature is historical: I believe that the 
historical development is the indispensable starting point. The 
structure of the book is therefore essentially chronological, 
aiming to highlight the connections between the phenomena in 
a diachronic sense, tracing the path and development of the 
literary forms over time. However, within this framework we 
have endeavoured to take account as far as possible also of the 
system of literary genres, trying not to fragment them more 
than necessary, in order not to lose sight of the importance that 
genre, whether respected or contested, has played in the 
literary creation of ancient Greece. 


Each of the four parts into which the treatment of the History 
has been organised (The Archaic Age, The Classical Age, The 
Hellenistic Age, The Roman Imperial Period) begins with a chapter 
entitled “The Period,” which presents a historical picture and 
brief synopsis of its literary production, with the aim of picking 
out the key points of reference that will be useful to keep in 
mind while reading the comprehensive treatment. 


My debt to Fausto Montana is great and is summarised, at least 
symbolically, in the fact that the title page identifies him in fact 
as the co-author of this manual. Very important help in the 
preparation of the English version was provided by Valeria 
Bacigalupo and Elena Squeri: I owe them gratitude also for the 


frequent suggestions that they have given me in the course of 
the work. Elena Squeri also provided the index of authors and 
the list of translations used. Fabio Acerbi has generously 
provided his expertise on scientific texts. I would also like to 
thank Serena Perrone for her support in revising the English 
language. Unless otherwise noted, all translations of the ancient 
works cited are taken from published translations by expert 
Hellenists: the reader is invited to consult the list at the end of 
this volume (bearing in mind that the translation indirectly 
informs about the Greek text used). 


Iam grateful to the publisher De Gruyter who accepted this 
History for publication and to Serena Pirrotta, Marco Michele 
Acquafredda and Anne Hiller for the assistance that they have 
given me in the final phases of preparation of the book for print. 


Of course, responsibility for what is published in these pages 
remains entirely mine. 
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1 Greece, the Greeks and the Greek 
language 


1.1 The first Greeks: The Mycenaeans 


The Bronze Age in the Aegean area extends from roughly 2800 
to 1100 B.C. It is defined as Helladic for Greece, Cycladic for the 
islands of the Aegean and Minoan for Crete. At the height of the 
Bronze Age, the early centuries of the second millennium B.C. 
saw the first settlements of Greeks on the continent. While the 
Hittites were becoming established in the interior of Asia Minor, 
groups of populations originating from Central Europe entered 
into what is now Greece through the Balkan peninsula, probably 
around 2000-1800 B.C. Traditionally referred to as Protogreeks or 


as Achaeans, they constituted the basis for the Greek 
populations of subsequent eras: they spoke an Indo-European 
language which, through contact with the preexistent 
indigenous elements (historically defined as Aegeans and later 
foreshadowed in semi-mythical traditions, such as those 
referring to the Pelasgians), evolved into Greek as we know it. 

During the first half of the second millennium the Minoan 
civilisation arose on the island of Crete, where it flourished with 
proverbial splendour, as testified by the ruins of the great 
palaces (the great palatial buildings of Knossos and Phaistos are 
thought to date from around 1900 B.C.), while the standard of 
living on the continent remained at a considerably lower level of 
development. The new ethnic element gradually became firmly 
established on the Greek peninsula and before the middle of the 
second millennium (partly through intensified relations with the 
more advanced civilisation of Crete) a gradual improvement in 
the economic situation and the standard of living began to make 
itself felt. This process led to the rise of that which today is 
known conventionally as the Mycenaean civilisation (from the 
name of the locality of Mycenae, in the Peloponnese, where the 
first important archaeological discoveries were made, starting 
from 1876, with the work of the German archaeologist Heinrich 
Schliemann: cf. The Archaic Age II 1.4.1). The Mycenaean era 
extends during the period from the sixteenth to the eleventh 
century B.C. The Mycenaean world was composed of clusters of 
dwellings that were grouped around palaces of various sizes, 
which constituted the focus of the economic life of the 
population as well as of the surrounding territory. The social 
organisation was dominated by warrior aristocracies headed by 
sovereigns who inhabited the palaces. At the height of their 
power, roughly in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries, the 
Mycenaeans expanded to further areas of the Mediterranean: 
not only did Mycenaean civilisation spread to encompass the 
island of Crete (where the Minoan civilisation had fallen into 
decline) but it also spread abundantly throughout the islands of 
the Aegean and along the whole of the coastal area of Asia 
Minor, also stretching westwards with the creation of 


commercial trading posts on the shores of the Mediterranean 
(southern Italy and Sicily). 

After the excavations that began in the last thirty years of 
the nineteenth century, we now have sufficient knowledge of 
Mycenaean Greece to be able to address numerous problems 
and raise fascinating questions about Greece in the second 
millennium B.C. and its relations with the Greece of the 
following millennium. One fundamental new finding for our 
documentation concerns the relatively recent acquisition of 
considerable evidence on the use of writing. For the earlier 
period in the area of the Aegean world we have relatively scanty 
written evidence, which, furthermore, has not yet been 
deciphered (the few inscriptions that have been found in 
hieroglyphic Cretan and the more extensive evidence in the 
form of writing known as “Linear A”). In contrast, for the 
Mycenaean Period (that is to say, for the second half of the 
millennium) a considerable quantity of written documents have 
been found and deciphered. They consist of a number of 
inscribed clay tablets found in the archives of great palaces 
(Knossos, Pylos, Thebes, Mycenae) and containing texts that are 
mainly of an administrative nature, as well as accountancy 
records, written in the so-called “Linear B.” The latter is a 
syllabic writing system (i.e. a system where each sign represents 
a syllable), which is a development of the previous Linear A. In 
actual fact, as compared to Linear B, Linear A is present at a 
greater number of sites (both in Crete and in the Cyclades, on 
the Greek continent and also in Samothrace) and on a wider 
range of supports; moreover, many of the inscriptions in Linear 
A are not texts of an administrative-accounting nature, but 
unfortunately the Linear A system has so far not yet been 
deciphered. The language written with Linear B - the 
archaeological denomination being extended to the sphere of 
language - was called “Mycenaean” by scholars: here, in order 
to avoid confusing the language itself with the means by which 
the language was written, we will thus use the term Mycenaean 
or Mycenaean language written in Linear B. 

At first, no-one thought this language had any relation with 


Greek. But the deciphering of Linear B by the brilliant British 
architect Michael Ventris, aided by the classical scholar John 
Chadwick, published in 1953, demonstrated that Mycenaean is a 
form of the Greek language, albeit extremely archaic in 
comparison to the Greek of later centuries. It was thus 
discovered that the Mycenaeans were Greeks and that in the 
second half of the second millennium B.C. the language spoken 
in continental Greece and in Crete was already Greek. The 
evidence of Mycenaean has been enhanced by a find which, 
although small, is of considerable value. An inscription 
discovered in Cyprus, on a bronze obelisk of the eleventh 
century, displays an unequivocally Greek proper name: o-pe-le- 
ta-u, that is to say, OwéAtav (Opheltau). What we have here is 
indisputably no longer the ancient Cypro-Minoan, but a new 
syllabic writing system, which provides the most ancient 
attestation of the Cypriot dialect and likewise another piece of 
evidence of Greek of the second millennium (ICS2 [1983] 78g, p. 
408). Thus in parallel with the transition from Linear A to Linear 
B, on Cyprus we also find the change from Cypro-Minoan to a 
form of Greek written in a syllabic writing system. 

With this new discovery, the beginnings of the language 
history of Greece are shifted back by many centuries as 
compared to the literary evidence that we have and habitually 
read, and the Greek language now has a documentation that 
stretches back continuously over a longer range of time than is 
the case for any other Indo-European language. The question is 
of specific interest for linguistics and language history, but it 
also concerns us closely inasmuch as it involves the relationship 
between Mycenaean and the Homeric language (i.e. the form of 
Greek in which the oldest monuments of ancient Greek 
literature are written). Furthermore, it has even more profound 
implications insofar as it highlights the problem of possible 
continuity between the Mycenaean world and archaic Greece 
not only in terms of language but also of poetic forms. Such a 
continuity, at the current state of knowledge, appears to be 
somewhat difficult to admit and accept, partly also due to the 
fact that what we have of Mycenaean attests to the use of 


writing for practical purposes, such as archive documents and 
economic questions, but we know nothing that could point to a 
use of language for literary expression (cf. The Archaic Age II 
1.4.3). 


1.2 The Doric migration and the Hellenic Middle 
Ages 


The imposing ruins of the great palaces and of the necropolis 
areas, the splendid artifacts by craftsmen and artists, as well as 
the evidence of extensive commercial activity, all document the 
degree of development achieved by Mycenaean civilisation and 
the power of the lords who dominated the various centres. 
Towards the end of the thirteenth century, Mycenaean 
civilisation began to decline and its genuine fall occurred, 
depending on the location, over the course of the twelfth and 
eleventh century, the period that most certainly bears witness to 
the destruction of the great palaces of Mycenae, Tiryns and 
Pylos. This raises the problem of the reasons behind the crisis 
and collapse of this civilisation and the undeniable regression 
that characterise Greece in the following era of the so-called 
Hellenic Middle Ages. The phenomenon was not sudden but 
gradual, and the question as to its causes is linked to the other, 
hotly debated, problem of the history of ancient Greece, namely 
the phenomenon known as the Doric invasion or migration. 
The mythographic phrase mentioning the “return of the 
Heraclidae” (which refers to the return, after various 
vicissitudes, of the descendants of Heracles in the Peloponnese, 
the homeland of his paternal line of descent) is thought by the 
Greek historical tradition to be related to the arrival of 
populations grouped together under the name of Dorians. 
These incomers are said to have conquered many parts of 
western Greece as far as the Peloponnese, thereby bringing the 
downfall of the preexisting Mycenaean civilisation. Ancient 
chronography had a precise date for the Dorian migration, 
namely 1104, eighty years after one of the supposedly canonical 
dates of the fall of Troy, for which the year 1184 is often quoted. 


However, the arrival in Greece of this presumed final wave of 
populations who spoke Greek is an event well recorded in 
literature, although it is practically devoid of archaeological 
evidence. So far, nothing has been found from that period which 
could conceivably be associated with the arrival of the Dorians, 
even though objective signs of noteworthy changes can indeed 
be detected, such as the introduction of the use of iron, with the 
attendant cultural transformation. In fact, this was such a 
momentous change in the area of the Mediterranean that it is 
taken as the dividing line between two eras: the Bronze Age and 
the Iron Age, the latter beginning approximately in the eleventh 
century and characterising the first millennium B.C. 

The question of the ways in which the Greek-speakers may 
have settled in the Greek territories was traditionally based on 
linguistic evidence, charting the geographic positions of the 
first-millennium dialects. The theory pointed to two or three 
successive waves of migrations into Greece, which over time 
demarcated the dialect forms that differentiated Ionian, Aeolian 
and a group comprising Doric together with North-western 
Greek, reflecting the geographic positions of the distinct groups. 
In this interpretation, the distinct dialectal forms had already 
developed prior to their arrival in Greece, at least up to a certain 
point, and the invaders brought their divergent dialectal forms 
with them to their new locations. The Ionians, who were the first 
to arrive, are thought to have been driven eastwards and 
towards the Aegean (except for Attica and Euboea), and thence 
as far as the Anatolian coast, by the Aeolians who were the next 
to arrive. The final migration is regarded as having been that of 
the Dorians, whose arrival, in its turn, is said to have driven the 
Aeolians towards more easterly zones and the islands and to 
have crushed the Mycenaean civilisation (while limited 
peripheral areas of Arcadia and of Cyprus conserved the more 
ancient modes of speech). 

Some scholars have put forward the alternative view of a 
single invasion or migration of populations (considered to have 
taken place around 2000 B.C.), followed by a general continuity 
of development, with the historical dialects arising 


predominantly as a result of geographically differentiated 
evolutions. Then, according to this viewpoint, a severe decline 
attributable both to internal factors and to various other 
reasons drastically impaired Mycenaean civilisation from the 
twelfth century onwards, ultimately leading to its collapse. 

The fall of the Mycenaean centres has thus been ascribed 
either to natural causes, such as earthquakes or fires (though 
the latter could equally well have been set by hostile enemy 
assailants), or to internal conflict among different classes of the 
population, for instance between the lord and the aristocracy. 
On the other hand, while the signs of violent destruction of the 
palaces may well have been the result of natural causes or of 
internal conflicts, there remains the fact that unlike prior 
occurrences of such events, this time the palaces were not 
rebuilt. Such an outcome implies a rather drastic change in 
living conditions and the overall economic and cultural situation. 


Fig. 1: “The Greek dialects of the first millennium B.C. and 
neighboring languages” from Roger D. Woodard (Ed.), The 
Ancient Languages of Europe. Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press 2008, map 1, between pp. 49-50. Reproduced with 
permission of The Licensor through PLSclear. 


For our purposes here, suffice it to state that the fall of the 
Mycenaean kingdoms, with the destruction of the palaces and 
the disappearance of what had been a fairly developed culture, 
can be set in the context of the extensive movement of 
populations which, in the thirteenth and twelfth centuries, 
affected virtually all the regions of the eastern Mediterranean 
basin (including Egypt). What ensued was a notable change in 
the ethnic and political structure, which ultimately marked the 
split between the Bronze Age and the Iron Age. During that 
period, clashes and tumults of different nature broke out over a 
very wide area. The Phrygians settled in western Anatolia, Asia 
Minor saw the fall of the Hittite kingdom (which had developed 
more or less during the same centuries as the Mycenaean 
kingdoms), Egypt was threatened on several occasions by 


invasions of the so-called “Sea Peoples,” and the Philistines 
settled in Palestine. According to the traditional theory in the 
Greek sources, this context of population movements may well 
have included the Dorian invasion or migration, whatever 
meaning or significance one may wish to attribute to the latter. 
It could also provide a plausible historical setting for the violent 
destruction of Troy sung by Homer, although opinions 
concerning the historicity of the Trojan War are far from 
univocal (as we will see in the chapter on Homer). 

The population flows and the changes affecting civilisations 
throughout the Aegean world from the twelfth century B.C. 
onwards resulted in the so-called “Dark Ages” of the Hellenic 
Middle Ages (eleventh to ninth century B.C.), during which 
figurative art and architectural activity underwent a drastic 
decline, there was a harsh drop in the standard of living, 
population levels fell dramatically and the use of writing 
vanished for several centuries. Although today these 
consequences are no longer described in terms of a complete 
breakdown or total hiatus as compared to Mycenaean culture, 
there is an undeniable discontinuity between the latter and the 
period of decadence in question. “In particular, it appears 
unacceptable, on the strictly historical plane, to maintain that 
there existed absolute continuity between the Mycenaean era 
and the archaic Greek period. Such a continuity cannot mask 
two historically inescapable facts: the downfall of the 
Mycenaean palaces and of the palace societies and cultures, and 
the rise of something fundamentally new in the dark centuries, 
the polis, namely the social and institutional setup around which 
the whole of the history of classical Greece rotates” (D. Musti, 
Storia Greca, Rome-Bari 1989, p. 74). 


1.3 The polis and the expansion of Greek culture in 
the Mediterranean 


The spread of the Mycenaean civilisation in the Mediterranean 
thus constituted the first expansion of Greek civilisation. The 
development of cities (the po/eis) and the ensuing increase in 


the population prompted a vast movement of colonisation, 
above all in the eighth and seventh century, which fanned out 
eastwards (Asia Minor, Black Sea) and westwards (southern 
Italy, Sicily, coastal strips of France and Spain), leading to the 
establishment of numerous colonies (cf. The Archaic Age 1 1.2). In 
these areas, the Greek presence was a highly significant 
element. 

Accordingly, when speaking of ancient Greek literature, the 
frame of reference is not merely that of Greece proper, which 
encompasses the peninsular area, the Peloponnese and the 
islands of the Aegean, but also of at least another two large 
geographic areas: on the eastern side, the coastal area of Asia 
Minor (present-day Turkey), and to the West, the southern parts 
of the Italian peninsula (significantly called, collectively, by the 
name of MeydAn ‘EAAGs, that is to say, Magna Graecia or “Great 
Greece”) and Sicily. 

Additional phases of large-scale expansion of Greek culture 
arose following the conquests of Alexander the Great, in the 
fourth century B.C., with the creation of the Hellenistic 
kingdoms, and then with the extended areas that had come 
under the rule of the Roman Empire, whose lands in the eastern 
areas proved to be a fertile breeding ground for the 
development of Greek-speaking civilisation. It was not only the 
islands of the Aegean and the cities of the Anatolian coast that 
saw the birth of innumerable outstanding figures in the sphere 
of Greek literature: the same can be said for Sicily and Magna 
Graecia, from as early as the Archaic Age. But for the 
subsequent period it is interesting also to note that one of the 
most significant and brilliant Greek writers of the Roman Age, 
Lucian of Samosata, was born in a Syrian city: he was thus a 
provincial, in the Roman Empire, who absorbed Greek culture 
and language so profoundly as to become one of its major 
exponents in his era. 


1.4 The Greek dialects and literature 


In their own language, the ancient Greeks called themselves 


Hellenes, “EAAnves, and their region Hellas, ‘EAAGc. Political- 
institutional unity was never a distinguishing feature of their 
civilisation, but they did maintain a great sense of cultural 
identity based on their shared language. The Greeks viewed 
themselves as contrasting with other peoples, “barbarians” - 
BapBapot (barbaroi) - being the term they used in reference to 
those who did not share their language but emitted 
incomprehensible sounds (bar-bar). Even when, after the 
conquests of Alexander the Great (356-323 B.C.), their culture 
became disseminated throughout extremely vast areas and 
came into contact with other populations, the Greeks never had 
a bent for learning other people’s languages. Perhaps they 
never felt a real inclination to do so: even in their encounters 
with the Romans, it was usually the latter who learned Greek 
instead of the Greeks - incorporated in the bilingual empire - 
learning Latin. And the populations with whom the Greeks 
entered into close relations generally took the precaution of 
writing in Greek that which they wanted the Greeks to know 
about. 

The first attestation of the Greek language is represented - 
as we have seen - by the Mycenaean of the palace tablets 
written in Linear B in the second half of the second millennium 
B.C. But the Greek that is familiar to us, that of the texts of the 
first millennium B.C. starting from the eighth century, is no 
longer written in Linear B, but rather in an alphabetic script 
deriving from the Phoenician alphabet, modified to fit the Greek 
language with suitable adaptations. 

In the written documentation that we have, literary and 
documentary, what we find, concretely, is the Greek language 
with many highly characterised dialectal divergences that are 
also fragmented, as is clearly and abundantly revealed above all 
in the inscriptions on stone or metal. Overall, four groups can be 
distinguished: Ionian-Attic; Aeolian; the group composed of Doric 
and North-western Greek; and Arcado-Cypriot. An even broader 
criterion allows the Greek dialects to be divided into two large 
groups: Eastern Greek including Ionian-Attic, Aeolian and Arcado- 
Cypriot (some regard this as representing the outcome of the 


language already spoken in the Mycenaean Era); Western Greek 
including the Doric dialects and those of the north-western area 
(seen by some as deriving from the language spoken by the 
groups that were the last to arrive: see above Introduction 1.2). 

Ionian was spoken, with differentiations, in the eastern part 
of the Greek peninsula, on the island of Euboea, in coastal areas 
of the central part of Asian Minor (cities such as Miletus, 
Halicarnassus, Teos) and on nearby islands (Chios, Samos), and 
on some islands of the Cyclades. In Attica, Ionian took on 
specific characteristics, which prompt the suggestion of 
distinguishing a veritable variant in the Attic dialect and thus of 
identifying an Ionian-Attic group. On account of the enormous 
prestige of Attic literature and the extensive documentation that 
has come down to us, its literary language generally constitutes 
the main basis of the study of Greek in the educational system. 

The Aeolian group is found, with variants that are at times 
notable, on some islands of the northern Aegean (among which 
the famous Lesbos of Sappho and Alcaeus, Tenedos and a few 
others), and in the northern part of the Anatolian peninsula 
(facing the aforementioned islands, but not only along the 
coast: Assos, Pergamum, Myrina, Cyme), in Thessaly and in 
Boeotia. Boeotian, however, presents special characteristics, due 
to the Doricising influence of Western Greek, thereby placing it 
in a special position within the group. 

The dialect found on the island of Cyprus and in the central 
region of the Peloponnese, the isolated and wild Arcadia, 
therefore known as Arcado-Cypriot, has characteristics of its 
own as well as elements in common with Aeolian. On account of 
its limited presence in isolated and marginal areas it has been 
considered to belong to or be close to the most ancient 
language layer. 

The group composed of Doric and North-western Greek 
includes: Doric in the strict sense, consisting of the southern 
Doric forms of speech of the Peloponnese (Laconia, Messenia, 
Argolis, Corinth, Megara) and of some islands (Crete, Melos, 
Thera, Rhodes and others); the dialects of the north-western 
regions of the Hellenic peninsula (such as Epirus, Acarnania, 


Aetolia, Phocis, Locris, Pthiotis) and those of the north-western 
part of the Peloponnese (that is to say mainly Achaea and Elis). 

When outlining the dialect areas one should not overlook 
the colonies of Magna Graecia and Sicily: thus for the Doric- 
North-western group, mention can be made of the dialect 
spoken in Metapontum, Sybaris, Croton, and the Doric of 
Tarentum, Syracuse, Selinus, Gela, Acragas; for the Ionian group, 
the city of Cumae in Campania. 

The aspect that interests us most here is the role played by 
the dialects as literary languages in the history of Greek 
literature. It should be made clear that in general the Greek 
writers used a language that was considerably far-removed 
from the spoken forms, a literary language in the true sense. 
Thus the choice of the means of expression, with their dialectal 
colourings, is generally found to be more closely linked to the 
literary genre than to the author's geographic origin; or at least, 
the genre factor exerts a rather strong and predominant 
influence. 

The first attested literary language, that of the Homeric epic 
(the Iliad and the Odyssey) is already a fully artificial language 
(cf. The Archaic Age III 7.1), which was never a “living” language 
in a community of speakers and which proceeds on the basis of 
internal mechanisms of its own, attributable essentially to the 
requirements of versification in dactylic hexameters. In the form 
that has come down to us, the basis is Ionian, which places the 
area of diffusion of epic in the zones of Eastern Greece and the 
Aegean where this dialect was spoken. But it is a very special 
form of Ionian, with a series of remarkable elements and 
interspersed with a notable contribution of Aeolian elements 
and a few traces of Arcado-Cypriot, whereas Doric elements are 
completely absent. This poetic language, albeit with variations 
due to factors of time and space, constituted the main 
foundation of expression of the literary genres composed in 
dactylic hexameters, above all for epic and didactic poetry, but 
also for the poetry of the most ancient philosophical 
speculation. 

This tradition of the epic language and the convention that 


had arisen in this regard also lay at the root of the language of 
elegy and epigram, linked to the dactylic metre in the form of 
the elegiac distich. Iambic and trochaic lyric poetry, cultivated by 
such poets as Archilochus of Paros, Hipponax of Ephesus and 
Semonides of Amorgos, presents a more noticeable Ionian 
colouring. For other literary genres, the language base was 
provided, substantially, by the regions in which they were first 
cultivated by figures recognised as outstanding, but the 
influence of epic language on the manner of poetic expression 
was extensive and constant; thus the underlying dialects 
incorporated elements deriving from this form of language. This 
is certainly true for monodic lyric poetry, thus for the Aeolian of 
Lesbos used by Sappho and Alcaeus as also for the Ionian of 
Anacreon. It is also true to a certain extent for choral lyric 
poetry, which was first cultivated in Laconia (Terpander, Alcman) 
and for which the preferred dialect remained that of Doric, 
although it presented different elements in the various authors: 
for the Boeotian Pindar as also for Stesichorus of Himera and 
Ibycus of Rhegium (two cities with a mixed Ionian and Doric 
population), as well as for Simonides and Bacchylides, who by 
birth were from the Ionian Ceos. Doric became a significant 
means of literary expression in the West, where it was used by 
the Sicilians Epicharmus (comedy) and Theocritus (bucolic 
poetry). The conventional nature of the dialectal choice is 
obvious in dramatic poetry: tragedy and comedy, eminently 
Athenian genres, present the dialogue parts in Attic, but the 
choral parts with a Doric colouring. 

Attic is the predominant dialect in the great prose works of 
the Classical Era: in the historiography of Thucydides and 
Xenophon, in the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, and in all the 
major works of oratory. However, the most ancient prose 
writers, such as Pherecydes of Syros and Hecataeus, had written 
in Ionian, as did Herodotus, the father of historiography. The 
same holds true for the other great example of Ionian prose, 
that of the medical writings which tradition ascribed to 
Hippocrates. On the other hand, little has come down to us of 
Doric prose. 


1.5 The kotvh StaAektos (koiné dialektos) 


During the Hellenistic Age, from the end of the fourth century 
B.C. onwards, the Greek language began to assume a more 
unified form in its written expression, with the rise of a koiné 
dialektos (i.e. a “common language”), based mainly on the Attic 
dialect. The latter had spread throughout the Mediterranean 
basin and gradually also extended to vast areas of the Near East 
following the conquests of Alexander the Great and the creation 
of Hellenistic kingdoms after the dismemberment of his empire. 
The written koiné represents a sort of ideal common language 
shared by educated people, who expressed themselves in Greek 
in the world of the Hellenistic kingdoms and in the Greek-Latin 
bilingual world of the Roman empire. As this written form was 
normally used in literary prose, it is the variety of Greek for 
which we have the greatest quantity of texts. In this context, two 
special cases are of particular historical importance: the 
translation of the Bible into Greek, known as the Septuagint 
(second century B.C., written in a literary koiné abounding in 
Hebraisms), and the New Testament. The latter, intended as it 
was for Christian preaching and thus also for less educated 
members of society, preserves elements that were closer to the 
spoken language, including traces of dialect colouring which 
were still present in the language that was in general use. 

Thus in addition to the written form, a common spoken 
language developed that was considerably more dynamic in its 
innovations and deviations from the traditional usage. This 
accentuated the distinction between the written language, 
which reflected a cultivated mode of expression and was 
relatively stable, and the spoken form that was undergoing 
more rapid change and was used as the common form of 
communication in broader swathes of the population. 

During the Byzantine millennium, the gap grew between the 
written koiné, which fundamentally remained the official 
language of the Byzantine empire as the educated and literary 
mode of expression, and the constantly evolving language of 
daily use, which itself produced an abundant popular literature. 


This is the process underlying the twofold nature of modern 
Greek, whereby a kathareuousa (pure) language, the descendant 
of the educated written koiné, stands in opposition to a dimotiki 
(of the people) form of language that has arisen through the 
lively development of the spoken form. Such a situation resulted 
in social problems of no small account in the field of written 
communication and the dissemination of culture and 
information. Only through a prolonged process did dimotiki 
become accepted as a literary language and subsequently as the 
national language of Greece. 


2 Chronology of ancient Greek literature 


2.1 The periods 


Any attempt to define the chronological range involved in a 
historical treatment of ancient Greek literature inescapably 
requires a division into periods. Such an operation is based ona 
strong and consolidated tradition, though its conventional and 
artificial nature is by no means denied. The latter aspect must be 
kept firmly in mind: historical phenomena proceed along 
developmental lines that may certainly be marked by decisive 
turning points with profound changes, but rarely, perhaps 
never, can one speak of veritable dissolutions of continuity. 
Periodisation is an operation that is of use from a practical point 
of view, in order to subdivide the treatment of the material by 
indicating significant watersheds and to highlight the identifying 
characters of eras and movements, provided that the 
aforementioned limits of periodisation are kept firmly in mind. 

We will therefore attempt to give a schematic overview of a 
straightforward traditional periodisation. 


Archaic Age eighth to sixth century B.C.; or: up to 
TTT rrr ti’ ern of the Persian Wars, 479 B.C. 

Classical Age T 7Eor: 
so mmr05097777 ENN Of the Persian Wars, 479 B.C., to the 


death of Alexander the Great, 323 B.C. 
Hellenistic Age 
———._ oor te ath Of Alexander the Great, 323 B.C., 
to the Roman conquest of Egypt, 31-30 
B.C. 
Roman Imperial Period T 
—?D\O0. TWN. or: from the Principate of 
Augustus to that of Justinian, A.D. 527- 
565 or to the closure of the 
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The end of the Byzantine empire, marked by the fall of the 
capital Constantinople into the hands of the Turks in 1453, is 
conventionally taken as the beginning of Modern Greek 
literature. 


2.2 The Archaic Age 


Ancient Greek literature begins with the Homeric poems, which, 
according to the predominant view today, assumed the shape 
we are familiar with now in the eighth century B.C. The earlier 
tradition of oral songs is lost in the hazy mists of a “pre- 
Homeric” production, of which the ancients had some 
awareness; we, however, have little or no knowledge of its 
nature and, above all, nothing at all has come down to us from 
that period. The Homeric poems are thus taken as the starting 
point of the period modern historiography has defined as 
Archaic, which is marked by some of the greatest creations of 
poetry of all time: starting from Homer and Hesiod and 
continuing with the iambic poetry of Archilochus, Semonides, 
Hipponax; the elegiac poetry of Callinus, Tyrtaeus, Mimnermus, 
Solon, Theognis; the monodic lyric verse of Sappho, Alcaeus, 
Anacreon; the choral lyric poetry of Alcman, Stesichorus, Ibycus 
and Simonides. Bacchylides and Pindar, the supreme heirs of 
the tradition of choral lyric verse, are often seen as the last 


poets of the Archaic Age. Such an assumption is not unfounded, 
given their characteristics; on the other hand it should not be 
overlooked that they were active at the height of the fifth 
century, after the Persian Wars, and that they were younger 
contemporaries of Aeschylus, which means that chronologically 
they more properly belong to the “classical” period. 

The first centuries were characterised by poetry, but at a 
certain point prose also made its appearance, in the Ionian 
environment as far as we know, in the sphere of the most 
ancient philosophical speculation and of the first steps in 
historiographic thought. The true reason that led to the use of 
prose for literary purposes remains somewhat mysterious. The 
hypothesis that it was prompted by a purely practical motive, 
namely that prose allowed more complex arguments to be put 
forward, which could also be treated in greater detail and more 
quickly, seems questionable, as the first stages of philosophical 
thought display a use of poetry free from any clumsiness in the 
expression of concepts that were far from simple. Since those 
beginnings, prose composition thenceforth developed as the 
preferred mode of expression of philosophy and historiography, 
and subsequently of oratory, rhetoric and science. 


2.3 The Classical Age 


A traditional definition refers to the fifth and fourth centuries as 
the Classical Age, although caution should be exercised in using 
such a label, inasmuch as it evokes assessments and positions 
that are less sensitive to historical development and more 
concerned with a vision of the peak and decline of a culture. It is 
a view that centres on respect for models held to be canonical 
and unchanging, though such positions should give way to a 
vision with greater awareness of the historical development of a 
civilisation. If “classical” means an emblematic everlasting 
model, then we would be arguing that Homer in the sphere of 
epic, and Sappho in that of lyric poetry, are - by the mere fact of 
not belonging chronologically to the “classical” period - less 
classical than Sophocles in the realm of tragedy or Thucydides in 


the sphere of historiography, an idea that appears rather far- 
fetched. 

On the other hand, it is Undeniable that the fifth and fourth 
century witnessed an extraordinarily flourishing period of 
creativity and concentration of brilliant minds, especially in 
Athens. This was the era of the greatest splendour of the polis, 
the city-state, as a form of social and state organisation. Several 
decades of that period formed the background for the life and 
work of the playwrights Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and 
Aristophanes, the poets Bacchylides and Pindar, the historians 
Herodotus and Thucydides, the thinkers Anaxagoras, 
Democritus, Gorgias, the Sophists and Socrates; this same span 
of time saw the birth of the great political and juridical oratory 
soon to be made famous by Lysias. In areas not far from there, 
the bases were laid for medical thought with the most ancient 
writings attributed to Hippocrates, who was also linked to 
Athens. With regard to the subsequent decades, suffice it to 
mention the two supreme philosophers Plato and Aristotle, the 
orators Isocrates, Demosthenes and Aeschines, the historian 
Xenophon and finally the comic playwright Menander. 


2.4 The Hellenistic Age 


An author such as the above mentioned Menander (342-291 
B.C.) was already a fully-fledged member of the Hellenistic 
world, if for no other reason than that his work is far removed 
from the experience of the polis of the Classical Age and also 
because he shows no participation in the dramatic political- 
social upheavals that were ravaging his city, Athens. In 338, a 
coalition of Greek city-states had been defeated by Philip of 
Macedonia at the Battle of Chaeronea in Boeotia, and this event 
effectively signalled the end of their freedom and marked the 
moment when Macedonia burst onto the stage of Greece. 

The Hellenistic Age, after the end of the empire of Alexander 
the Great, who died in 323 B.C., was characterised by the various 
different kingdoms that sprang from the dismemberment of the 
immense conquests of the great Macedonian leader. This 


resulted in an enormous expansion of the area in which Greek was 
spoken; similarly, the literature of the period also displays a rich 
and variegated polycentrism. Athens maintained a great role 
and great prestige, but new centres of development arose at the 
same time. A prime example is Alexandria (on account of which 
the term the “Alexandrian Age” is sometimes used), followed by 
Pergamum, Cyrene, Antioch and Rhodes, until the time when 
Rome appeared on the horizon and definitively achieved 
dominion over Greece with the capture of Corinth in 146 B.C. 
Rome then completed the conquest of the Hellenistic kingdoms 
by subjugating Egypt in 30 B.C., after the battle of Actium of the 
previous year (defeat of Cleopatra and Antonius by Octavian, the 
future Augustus). 

This was the period that saw the great flourishing of the 
epigram and the scholarly and refined poetry of Callimachus, 
Theocritus, Apollonius Rhodius and Lycophron; it was also the 
era that witnessed on the one hand the foundation by Epicurus 
and Zeno, in Athens, of the two schools that would give birth to 
the two major post-Aristotelian approaches to philosophy, 
namely Epicureanism and Stoicism, and, on the other, the 
massive development of philological-grammatical criticism and 
of science. 


2.5 The Roman Imperial Period 


The most striking characteristic of the subsequent period, the 
Imperial Period, is the fusion between Greek and Roman 
civilisation: the forms of Greek literary culture became 
increasingly widespread throughout the cultural and political- 
social life of a substantially bilingual empire. 

The traditional periodisation distinguishes the literature of 
the Hellenistic Age from that of the Roman Imperial Period, 
using the Augustan Period (extending in the strict sense from 30 
B.C. up to the death of Augustus in A.D. 14) as the demarcation 
between the two eras. This is a chronological watershed which, 
in the context of our historical-cultural frame of reference, takes 
on considerable significance, partly because it coincides with 


Rome’s transformation from a republic into an empire, but also 
because it was contemporaneous with the transition from the 
pre-Christian to the Christian era. However, in terms of the 
concrete evolution of the literary forms, this cut-off appears 
equally conventional. The Imperial or Roman Period of Greek 
literature is considered to include the first five or six centuries 
A.D., in other words up to the long reign of the emperor 
Justinian (527-565), which formed the backdrop for the 
unsuccessful dream of restoring the unity of the Roman empire. 

On the other hand, a different approach to periodisation of 
the era in question prefers to extend the Hellenistic Age up to 
the second century A.D., adopting the term “Late Antiquity” for 
the period of time from the third to the sixth centuries; this term 
refers to the crisis of the Roman empire (third century), its 
revival and official Christianisation (fourth century), the fall of 
the Western Roman Empire (fifth century) and the age of 
Justinian (sixth century). Some scholars see Late Antiquity as 
extending up to the seventh to eighth century, i.e. up to the 
period during which, as a result of the Arab expansion, the unity 
of the Mediterranean area would gradually break up, both in 
terms of the political setup and also of the economic and 
cultural context. In a more general perspective, it seems best to 
take Late Antiquity as starting from the period of Constantine 
(306-337), when ancient civilisation came to be characterised by 
the fusion of Roman, Greek and Christian elements that would 
become the intrinsic feature of the subsequent centuries 
(Byzantine Era). Moreover, after the age of Justinian the 
Byzantine empire displays distinctive elements that reveal it as 
definitively linked to the East, and the traits of its civilisation and 
literature bear the hallmark of the Byzantine world. In this 
perspective, a further subdivision can be made, separating the 
Imperial Period in the strict sense (first to third century) from 
Late Antiquity (fourth to sixth century), the latter being marked 
by the growing predominance of Christian culture and by the 
development of an increasingly flourishing Graeco-Hebrew and 
Graeco-Christian literature. 


2.6 The Byzantine Period 


It would be beyond the scope of this survey to go into the 
subsequent periods of Greek literature in detail. The Byzantine 
Period includes a millennium of work still composed in the 
Greek language which, despite the enormous differences in 
civilisation, sensitivity and tastes that characterised it, never lost 
the sense of continuity with the ancient Hellas, with its language 
and its creations in poetry and prose, and the resulting 
consequent feeling of cultural identity. This was an extremely 
important period, of great consequence also in terms of the 
routes and manner of conservation of ancient Greek literature, 
with choices and orientations that were to be of crucial 
significance. 

The conquests of the Ottoman Turks in the territories of the 
Byzantine empire had begun in the fourteenth century; within a 
century and a half they led to the definitive fall of the capital (in 
the year 1453). For a prolonged period of time, the empire had 
acted as a bulwark against the Ottoman expansion towards the 
West and towards Europe, but after the fall of Byzantium the 
Turks almost reached Vienna, and stably occupied the Balkan 
zones as far as Bosnia. The Turkish dominion lasted until 1821, 
when, with a war of independence that ended in 1832, Greece 
regained its independence in the form of a monarchic state, 
which was replaced more recently by republican institutions. At 
the end of the previous section we mentioned the question of 
the enduring language duality in Greece in recent decades, but 
Greek literature in the Modern Age is a subject that goes beyond 
the limits of this book. 


3 The conservation and transmission of 
the texts 


3.1 Direct tradition and indirect tradition 


When we wish to read one of the works of ancient Greek 
literature that have come down to us, we go to a shelf and select 
a printed book, which is easy to handle and is produced in many 
practically identical copies. This convenient situation, which 
makes it certain that that no ancient text will ever be lost again, 
has come about only in the Modern Age. 

The ancient Greek texts are known to us from documents 
written in the various eras; they have come down to us through 
inscriptions on stone and various other supports, such as 
wooden tablets, pre-Byzantine fragments of rolls and codices 
made of papyrus or parchment, but in the majority of cases 
thanks to manuscript codices dating from the Byzantine Age. 
Usually the complete texts we have are those transmitted by the 
tradition of the Byzantine codices (in which they are often 
accompanied by extracts of ancient commentaries, written in 
the margins of the pages, known as “scholia,” from the Greek 
OXOALov, Latin scholium, “comment, explanatory note”). In 
contrast, works that have been mutilated in one way or another 
are generally known to us from papyrus or parchment 
fragments (cf. Introduction 3.3) dating from earlier than the 
Byzantine Age, which allow us to have knowledge of passages 
from quite a few texts that would otherwise be completely lost. 

These are the resources available to scholars for preparing 
what is known as a “critical edition” of an ancient text. Attention 
focuses on the history of the transmission or tradition of the 
work, starting from when it was written; the differences among 
the various copies are examined and attempts are made to 
correct the errors and the flaws of one kind or another that have 
crept in over time as a result of the copying from one exemplar 
to another. The scholars’ aim is to restore the correct text (that 
is to say, the author’s original text), although this is an operation 
often abounding in challenging difficulties, requiring a wide 
range of expertise and a solid judicium. Not infrequently, it 
proves impossible to achieve certainty as to what was actually 
the correct text; or it may happen that a new find or a new 
reading or interpretation of an already known manuscript calls 
into question data that had long seemed to be definitively 


established. 

Quite a few works of Greek literature have come down to us 
in their complete form, but many have been lost and we have 
knowledge of them only through fragments from various 
different origins or through indirect information. Often papyri or 
parchments dating from before the Byzantine Age (of which we 
have many, belonging to a time span ranging from the end of 
the fourth century B.C. to the seventh century A.D.) restore 
small or large fragments of works already known in their 
complete (or almost complete) version from the Byzantine 
manuscripts. In such cases we can compare the condition of the 
text in two phases of its transmission, which may be separated 
by a considerable distance of time: insight can thus be gained 
into phenomena that have intervened and affected the text. This 
represents an important aid in the task of constituting the 
critical edition, i.e. of reconstructing the original text. 

Often, however, the scraps of papyrus or parchment (or 
more rarely other supports, such as tablets, epigraphs or 
inscriptions on objects) restore fragments of lost texts for which 
we have no Byzantine codex that has preserved them. These 
small or large remnants of copies of works, fortuitously found in 
archaeological digs, allow us to set eyes on some shred that may 
be quite tiny or somewhat more substantial but not infrequently 
difficult to attribute to a precise work. 

If a work is known only in fragmentary form, part of the 
scholars’ efforts will consist in trying to reconstruct what it was 
really like, exploiting all possible information and resources in 
order to determine its original form and content. A considerable 
amount of information on lost works can be found in works that 
have actually been preserved: often a text that we do genuinely 
have contains an explicit citation of a passage from a work we 
do not have. Also, rather than a genuine citation with the precise 
words, we quite often have references to aspects of the form or 
to elements of the content of a lost work. Fragments of copies, 
explicit citations and bits of information of various kinds provide 
philologists with material that is of aid in trying to recover as 
much as possible of what has been lost. 


These observations have thus introduced an important 
distinction, which needs to be made explicit. In working with the 
materials that enable us to acquire knowledge of an ancient 
work, two types of sources can be distinguished: the direct 
tradition and the indirect tradition. The copies of books that 
specifically contain the work in question, preserved either in full 
or in fragments, constitute the direct tradition; in contrast, the 
citations and the pieces of evidence concerning that work that 
are preserved in other texts constitute the indirect tradition. 
Naturally, the indirect tradition is important not only for lost 
works: citations and testimonies even of preserved works 
provide valuable information concerning the history of the text 
as well as its comprehension and reception. The importance of 
this aspect becomes clear at once if one reflects that almost the 
whole of pre-Platonic philosophy, the overwhelming part of 
ancient lyric poetry, a large part of tragedy, comedy and 
Hellenistic poetry, not to mention historiography, are known to 
us only in fragmentary form, either from papyrus scraps found 
in archaeological digs or from the indirect tradition. 


3.2 Greek literature and the writing system 


We do not know exactly when the Greeks began to produce and 
encourage the circulation of written copies of their literary 
works. All we know is that by the fifth century B.C., and even 
more so by the Hellenistic Era, this practice had become quite 
extensive, and was beginning to bear a distant similarity to the 
situation we are familiar with today. It was at this point that the 
book-production trade and the multiple production of copies 
became the norm, leading to fundamental changes in access to 
texts and also in their transmission and preservation. 

It may be assumed that the earliest act of this sequence of 
events came about when the songs of the oral tradition of 
archaic Greek epic were first written down. The fact of using a 
stable support as a means of fixing poetic creations that had 
previously been destined to the ephemeral life of 
extemporaneous execution, or which in any case were likely to 


disappear with their author and his personal memory, is 
certainly a sign of a desire for preservation. Such a 
phenomenon, in turn, implies a new awareness of the value of 
the “product” and the resulting need to ensure its preservation 
over time. In the view of some scholars, this new perspective 
began as early as the eighth century, when the Homeric poems 
took on a form similar to that in which we read them today, 
whereas others believe it did not start until the sixth century. 

It is helpful, at this point, to make a few observations 
concerning the relation between orality and the written form in 
archaic Greek literature (we will return to this issue in greater 
detail further on, in relation to the literature of the Archaic Age). 
Literary historians who have addressed this question have 
analysed three essential stages in the life of a literary text: its 
composition, its publication and reception by the audience, and 
its transmission. There can be no doubt whatsoever that the 
overwhelming proportion of archaic Greek literature was 
“published” (i.e. made known publicly, brought to the attention 
of a public composed of a fairly extensive number of persons, 
after its conception by the author) orally and the population was 
able to become acquainted with it aurally, that is to say, by 
listening to it. People listened as the epic songs were recited 
during festivities and ceremonies, they listened to the execution 
of monodic and choral lyric compositions on the various 
occasions for which the productions were designed, they went 
to the theatre to see the performance of tragedy and comedy, 
and public readings took place even for historical works 
(Herodotus). The predominance of listening as the mode of 
contact with a work does not rule out the possible existence of 
the practice of reading and therefore the possession of written 
copies, but such a situation is unlikely to have been frequent 
before the fifth century B.C. However, the situation with regard 
to the composition and transmission of literary works was 
different. 

As mentioned earlier, the use of writing is documented in 
the Mycenaean Age for administrative purposes, but not for 
literary aims. The technology of writing apparently disappeared 


with the end of the Mycenaean civilisation. We find it in a 
different form (and as something new) in the Greece of the 
following millennium: as was pointed out above, the syllabic 
script of the Mycenaean writing system was replaced by an 
alphabetic system deriving from an adaptation of the 
Phoenician alphabet. The Phoenicians certainly played a major 
role in this historical transition, and the island of Cyprus may 
have been a point of contact between Greeks and Phoenicians. 
The most ancient Phoenician inscription discovered so far in 
Cyprus dates back to the ninth century B.C., when there already 
existed significant Phoenician trade towards the Aegean and the 
western Mediterranean, and this trade increased considerably in 
the following century. Such developments were accompanied, in 
the Aegean and the western Mediterranean, by the important 
role of the Euboeans, whose activity and presence during the so- 
called “precolonisation phase” led, among other things, to the 
foundation of the most ancient colonies in southern Italy, 
namely Pithecusae and Cumae. 

We have knowledge of several ancient texts in the Greek of 
the first millennium B.C., written in the new alphabetic writing 
system; the most famous of these, which have long been known 
to scholars, are the Dipylon wine jug and the cup of Ischia. Both 
of these are dated to the last decades of the eighth century B.C. 
and they bear inscriptions that are by no means administrative. 
The writing on the Dipylon jug, an oinochoe in the geometric 
style found in 1871, is a perfect dactylic hexameter, which says: 
“He who among all the dancers dances in the most graceful 
manner,” a relative clause, which begins with a relative pronoun, 
the antecedent of which is unknown. The cup from Ischia (also 
known as “Nestor’s cup”) dates from more or less the same 
period; found in 1955 in a necropolis of the island of Ischia (the 
ancient Pithecusae, a colony founded in the first half of the 
eighth century by Greeks originating from Euboea), it is a small 
cup, 10 cm wide, decorated with geometric motifs. It bears a 
three-line inscription, which has been shown to consist of an 
iambic line followed by two dactylic hexameters, in which the 
object speaks in the first person and says (according to the most 


widely accredited reconstruction): “I am Nestor’s bowl, pleasant 
for drinking: whoever drinks from this bowl, immediately the 
desire of beautiful-crowned Aphrodite will seize him.” It seems 
implausible to reject the reference to the celebrated bowl of the 
Achaean hero Nestor, mentioned in I/iad XI 632-635. The find 
has raised a whole series of problems, such as the dating, for 
which the period of the final decades of the eighth century has 
been suggested. Dating from slightly earlier is the inscription on 
a vase found in the necropolis of Osteria dell’Osa, a locality lying 
east of Rome on the Via Praenestina (tombs of the ninth to 
eighth century). So far, this is the most ancient evidence of 
writing in the Greek alphabet found in Italy and one of the 
oldest in absolute terms. Archaeologists believe that this 
inscription cannot be later than 770 B.C., which is the presumed 
date of the founding of Pithecusae, where a Greek settlement 
had already been in existence since a few decades before the 
founding of Cumae by the Euboeans (ca. 740). The inscription of 
Osteria dell’Osa thus documents the first spread of the Euboean 
alphabet in Italy and would appear to be the result of contacts 
with the Greek colonists on the Tyrrhenian coast. Furthermore, 
the very early presence of the Euboean Greek alphabet is also 
attested in Euboea itself by a fragmentary inscription found in 
Lefkandi, dating at the latest from the mid-seventh century, 
though it could even be slightly earlier (which would probably 
make it the most ancient alphabetic document found in Greece 
so far). Additionally, an inscription from Eretria dating from 
more or less the same period further underlines the early 
alphabetic presence. More recently, excavations at the locality of 
Methone in Pieria (an ancient colony of groups stemming from 
Eretria in Euboea, who, it would appear, arrived via Corcyra) 
have brought to light a series of new fragments of objects on 
which inscriptions are present, dated by the discoverers to a 
period between the late eighth and the first half of the seventh 
century B.C. (more numerous). Taken together, these pieces of 
evidence seem to point fairly clearly to the role of Euboea in the 
consolidation and renewed spread of writing technology in the 
first millennium (Iron Age) with the use of the new alphabet. 


This development would also be in line with the increasing signs 
of the economic and cultural importance of Euboea in the 
transition from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age (extremely 
important in this regard are the finds in the above mentioned 
centres of Lefkandi and Eretria). 

Given that these discoveries come from a number of 
different places, one can legitimately presume that at least in 
the second half of the eighth century B.C. the use of a writing 
system had once again become consolidated in Greece and in 
the colonies of southern Italy. This in turn would suggest that its 
reappearance can be dated roughly to the transition from the 
ninth to the eighth century (cf. also above 1.1). We note that 
writing was now beginning to be used fairly frequently for 
inscriptions on objects, sometimes in a poetic form: we can 
therefore justifiably say that from thence on, it was used not 
only for practical and administrative purposes, but also for belles 
lettres. The significance of this phenomenon and its possible 
interpretation in relation to the composition of the most archaic 
poetic works remains one of the major unresolved problems. 

Starting from the early decades of the second half of the 
twentieth century of our era, debate has focused extensively on 
the role played by writing, and on the oral/written dialectic in 
relation to the composition and transmission of literary works 
up to approximately the sixth century B.C. Several different 
arguments have been put forward. Some scholars believe that 
both the composition and transmission of the works took place 
exclusively (or almost exclusively) in the oral form, up to and 
including the sixth century as stated above, whereas others 
argue that writing played an important or even decisive role in 
the composition and transmission of texts, starting from as early 
as the eighth century. Some regard the Homeric poems (Iliad 
and Odyssey) as having been composed in the eighth or in the 
first part of the seventh century and hold that writing was 
already used in the process of composition, although the 
importance and significance of the oral tradition on the 
shoulders of which they stood is in no way denied. Others 
maintain that the conception and composition of the poems 


took place in the context of a totally oral poetic culture. The 
problem also concerns the transmission of the poems: the total 
improvisation by professional singers, linked to an impromptu 
delivery in which nothing was fixed and committed to memory, 
must have been gradually replaced by a phase in which 
episodes or epic songs were committed to memory, leading to 
an early form of fixation and almost word-by-word mnemonic 
preservation of passages that could be quite extensive. Be this 
as it may, it is undeniable that the act of fixing a test by writing it 
down inaugurated a new Stage in the way such texts were 
preserved over time, although the effects of this innovation are 
unlikely to - indeed cannot possibly - have represented an 
immediate breakthrough everywhere. Therefore it is highly 
probable that the use of writing spread little by little and that for a 
certain period of time it co-existed with the practice of oral 
composition. Thus for our present purposes it is sufficient to 
make clear the idea that the first major change in the 
transmission of the works of ancient Greek literature came 
about with the transition to their fixation in the written form, 
and thence with the consolidation and diffusion of this practice, 
which eventually became normal and customary. 

While this question is of concern primarily for epic, for the 
Homeric poems and Hesiod, it is also relevant, albeit ina 
somewhat different manner, for the rest of archaic literature, 
above all for the genres of lyric verse. The conservation and 
spread of works in written books began first and foremost with 
the author’s own exemplar, and then continued with the 
production of copies designed to be read and owned by other 
persons, who thus enter into a different kind of relation with the 
literary text as compared to the experience of merely listening 
to a recited delivery. 


3.3 Books in the Greek world 
The most ancient fragments of Greek books that have come 


down to us have been dated to the end of the fourth century 
B.C.; reference is most frequently made to the charred remains 


of a papyrus discovered at Derveni (a location in Macedonia, not 
far north of Salonica, where it was found), containing a 
commentary on an Orphic poem, and to a papyrus that has 
restored roughly 250 lines of The Persians by Timotheus of 
Miletus (a poet who lived between the end of the fifth and the 
first half of the fourth century B.C.). But research has often 
resulted in surprising discoveries, which on many occasions 
change the established panorama. On the 13th and 14th of May 
1981, in the monastery of Daphni (roughly 11 km north-west of 
Athens, on the Sacred Way towards the sanctuary of Eleusis) two 
tombs were discovered, one of which (tomb 2) revealed a 
content of exceptional value. Together with the deceased a 
range of objects had been buried, which included three musical 
instruments, a stationery box containing what was necessary for 
writing, some wooden tablets with remnants of writing and a 
roll of papyrus (see below), unfortunately reduced to a 
shapeless mass resulting from the damp. The dating to 430-420 
B.C. takes us back to a century earlier than the date of the above 
mentioned Derveni and Timotheus papyri, thereby making the 
Daphni papyrus the most ancient Greek book that has come 
down to us. The findings have been referred to as “the tomb of 
the musician or of the poet of Daphni.” The dire state of 
preservation of the papyrus makes its decipherment well-nigh 
impossible: not until 2012 was a first article published with the 
transcription of the parts that scholars - with great difficulty - 
had succeeded in reading (hope of further progress may arise 
with more advanced technological equipment). The scraps show 
poetic diction (that musical notation may also be present is 
highly doubtful), though they cannot be identified with any 
other known work, leaving open the possibility that it may form 
part of the work of the deceased himself actually buried in the 
tomb, who may in fact have been both a musician and a poet. 
We do indeed have explicit evidence of the existence of 
copies destined to be used for reading, starting from at least the 
fifth century B.C., and we have vase paintings from the early 
years of the fourth century B.C. that depict people 
(schoolchildren and adults, with an interesting presence of 


female figures) engaged in reading aloud as they stand before 
other persons. These books were in the form of papyrus rolls, 
which as a material had long been in use as a writing support 
since far earlier ages. In Egypt the most ancient find has been 
dated to about 3000 B.C.; furthermore, we know from Egyptian 
texts that at least in the twelfth century B.C. papyrus was 
exported to Phoenicia, and thus in all likelihood to other parts of 
the Mediterranean as well. Reliable evidence concerning the use 
of papyrus in the Bronze Age in the Aegean area concerns 
Minoan Crete, but it is thought that papyrus may also have been 
imported and used in Greece in the Mycenaean Age, although 
there still remains the question of why no trace of this use has 
been found. We do not know for certain at what point papyrus 
entered into common use in Greece during the first millennium 
B.C., but a date later than the eighth or mid-seventh century B.C. 
seems unlikely. The majority of the papyrus fragments with 
Greek text that we possess were found during archaeological 
excavations in Egypt, where the particular climatic conditions 
preserved this material (in contrast to the situation in Greece, 
where papyrus did not survive except in the extremely rare 
cases of charred finds, as in that of the above mentioned 
Derveni papyrus, or in the exceptional case of the previously 
mentioned Daphni papyrus, almost completely ruined by damp). 
But we do also have numerous finds of charred papyrus from a 
villa in Herculaneum that was buried beneath more than 27 
metres of material spewed out by the volcano Vesuvius during 
the A.D. 79 eruption (which also buried Pompeii); findings in 
other zones are sporadic and constitute exceptions. 
Furthermore, the custom of writing on carefully treated 
animal hides had been widespread throughout the East since 
very ancient times, the skins being sewn together and shaped 
into a roll. The term “parchment” (from Latin pergamina via Old 
French parchemin) is etymologically connected to the name of 
the city of Pergamum,, in Asia Minor, but it certainly does not 
imply a reference to the place where this use was invented. The 
Latin antiquarian Varro explained (Pliny the Elder, Natural 
History, XIII 11) that in Egypt, in the age of Alexander the Great, 


papyrus began to be used as a material for writing on, whereas 
parchment was “invented” in Pergamum by a king belonging to 
the dynasty of the Attalids (and thus in the third or second 
century B.C.) because the king of Egypt had placed an embargo 
on the export of papyrus. This story, blatantly untrue - if for no 
other reason than the fact that both papyrus and parchment 
had already been in use for many centuries - should be seen 
within the context of the rivalry between Alexandria and 
Pergamum during that period, which saw the two cities vying 
with one another for supremacy as centres of culture that 
hosted prestigious libraries and were the aspired destination of 
many scholars. 

Although the term pergamena (parchment, originally an 
adjective accompanying the understood term charta, and then 
later a noun in its own right) did not appear until around A.D. 
300, it is hard to deny the possibility of some link with 
Pergamum. For instance, it is conceivable that in Hellenistic 
Pergamum a particularly abundant production of parchment 
was achieved, or there may have been a significant 
improvement in the production technique. 

Papyrus and parchment were not the only writing surfaces: 
various other materials were also used. First and foremost, 
wooden tablets: it was possible to write in ink directly on the 
wood, or alternatively, the surface was whitewashed with chalk 
or was covered with melted candle-wax, and the text was then 
etched into the writing surface with a sharp stylus. These types 
of supports were typically used for rough copies and first drafts, 
or for note-taking and private jottings, and also for schoolroom 
exercises. Anumber of tablets could be joined together with a 
metal clasp or with a tie made of hide in such a manner as to 
form a sort of notebook. Other writing materials are 
represented by fragments of earthenware (ostraca), lead foil or 
strips of linen. A special case is that of inscriptions chiselled into 
stone or other material (stelae, walls, monuments of various 
kinds and all sorts of objects): the numerous inscriptions of a 
public nature are a valuable source of considerably rich and 
irreplaceable historical documentation, but the inscriptions also 


preserve texts of a literary nature, for instance a great range of 
epigrams. 

Papyrus or hide could also be used in small separate sheets 
for various different purposes, but the more genuinely book- 
length productions took the form of a roll (volumen), which was 
a long strip (obtained by gluing together a number of sheets, 
known in Greek as koll€mata, and then rolling up the long strip 
thereby obtained). In order to write on the roll or to read its 
contents, it had to be unrolled. Its length varied according to 
what the work that was written contained, but on average it was 
between four and five metres. Anyone familiar with medieval 
parchment scrolls will recall that the latter were written 
lengthwise from the top to the bottom, and were read by 
unrolling them vertically, whereas in the ancient vo/umen the 
text is written on the internal rolled-up surface, arranged ina 
series of columns that are perpendicular to the length and are 
separated by an intercolumnion, starting from the left-hand 
extremity of the roll. The scribe engaged in writing and the 
reader who wished to consult the text both had to unroll 
horizontally with their right hand the part of the volumen they 
wished to use, and roll up with their left hand the part already 
used. 

At a certain point the roll was replaced by the codex and 
ancient books took on the form that has been customary for 
books ever since, i.e. the form we know today (apart from the 
recent innovation of the electronic book). The codex, whether of 
papyrus or parchment, began to spread from roughly the 
second century A.D. onwards and, over time, it completely 
supplanted the roll (which persisted, although as a minority 
form, into the fourth century). A number of studies have shown 
that the phenomenon was markedly influenced by the 
preference for the codex in Christian book production during 
the early centuries. As a general tendency, it would appear that 
the codex was preferred as a book for popular literature, 
associated with the less wealthy classes in which Christianity 
first began to become widespread, whereas the roll retained for 
some time its traditional association with the cultured social 


classes, namely with those who devoted greatest attention to 
the great literature of the past. 


3.4 Readers in the Greek world 


The type of writing material and the book form itself are two 
fundamental aspects of the preservation and transmission of 
the texts of ancient Greek literature. From the age of the 
Homeric poems onwards, the first mode of conservation of a 
text was thus the author’s own copy, or at least the first written 
copy. Later on, for the different occasions on which epic- 
narrative, lyric and dramatic texts were performed, copies for 
the performers had to be produced: the most obvious instance 
of such a case is that of copies used by actors of the Athenian 
theatre, which must have led to a substantial increase in the 
demand for books. Furthermore, there is also evidence of the 
existence of a reading public. In Aristophanes’ comedy Frogs 
(performed in 405 B.C.), Dionysus reports (lines 52-53) that 
during a journey by ship he whiled away the time by reading, on 
his own, Euripides’ tragedy Andromeda (performed in 412, seven 
years earlier). This undeniably signals the existence of copies in 
circulation that were available for individual reading. To this 
should be added the controversial passage from the same 
comedy, where a comment is made concerning the spectators, 
saying “all of them have the book in their hand and can grasp 
the subtleties” (1114). 

In fifth-century Athens there most certainly existed a 
reading public, which also implies the production of books and 
the book trade. The suggestion that Euripides owned some 
books seems reliable; the historian Thucydides conceived of his 
work as a “permanent acquisition” for a public composed of 
readers; the philosopher Plato twice makes a mention (Phaedo 
97b; Apology 26d) of books by Anaxagoras known by Socrates, 
and he talks about the manuscripts of Solon studied by the 
young Critias (Critias 113a-b); Xenophon (Memorabilia IV 2,1) 
states that Socrates had heard of the collection of works by the 
most famous poets and wise men put together by one 


Euthydemus. In the philosophical circles and the schools of 
rhetoric there is likely to have been a collection of texts in 
embryonic private libraries, as well as some attempt to 
safeguard and ensure the circulation of the works of the 
masters; perhaps a century after the death of Plato, his 
followers actually even produced an edition of the master’s 
works, a fact that testifies to the intention of establishing a text 
which in some sense was “authorised” or “canonical.” 

The period from the fifth to the fourth century B.C. saw the 
gradual accomplishment of the process by which the written 
word became a recognised medium not only with regard to 
composition, but also for the transmission and finally the 
dissemination of literary works and broad-ranging access to 
literary content: books entered into circulation, there were 
readers, copies were produced. The phenomenon is 
documented above all for Athens. Fairly significant is the case of 
the official edition of the works of the playwrights Aeschylus, 
Sophocles and Euripides produced at the behest of the orator 
and politician Lycurgus, probably between 350 and 340 B.C: this 
was an exemplar of the tragedies that was to be kept in a public 
building, and the actors were required to adhere strictly to its 
textual content during the repeat performances. This episode 
not only underscores the close relationship between the 
Athenian state and the theatre, but it also shows that 
codification of the triad of the greatest tragedians had already 
been achieved, and there was a clear intent to establish a 
“canonical” text that was to be safeguarded against 
manipulations. 

A substantial change took place with Aristotle (384-324 B.C) 
and the Peripatetic School founded by the philosopher. The 
enormous amount of activity promoted and undertaken by 
Aristotle and his pupils, together with the vast range of 
investigations in the fields of literature and science, could not 
have been achieved without the availability of a vast store of 
books. And in fact the collection at the Peripatetic School was, it 
would seem, the first great library of the Greek world. An 
ancient source relates that Theophrastus (Aristotle’s successor 


at the head of the Peripatetic School) bequeathed upon his 
death in 287 or 286 B.C. all his books - including those that had 
formed part of Aristotle’s personal possessions - to Neleus of 
Scepsis. Perhaps the latter had been expected to succeed 
Theophrastus as the head of the school, but the position was 
awarded to Straton of Lampsacus. Neleus withdrew to Scepsis 
(in north-western Asia Minor) with the library, which remained 
as part of his family’s estate and was subsequently hidden in 
order to prevent the kings of Pergamum from getting their 
hands on it. It would appear that at a certain point someone 
belonging to Neleus’ line of descendants sold the books to the 
philosopher Apellicon of Teos. When the Roman commander 
Sulla arrived in Athens in 86 B.C., he entered into possession of 
Apellicon’s library and found it to include the books of Aristotle 
and Theophrastus. They were in poor condition and were 
transported from Athens to Rome, where at first they were 
looked after by the grammarian Tyrannio. A generation later, 
the philosopher Andronicus of Rhodes made use of the 
collection in order to produce a complete edition of the works of 
Aristotle. There is still considerable debate today as to the total 
Or partial truthfulness of this adventurous story, which, 
however, is hardly likely to be reducible to pure legend. 

The events surrounding Aristotle’s library make it very clear 
that from the fourth century onwards we are fully entitled to 
speak of a “book civilisation” in terms much closer to our own. 
The subsequent stage is marked by Alexandrian philology. 
During the period extending from the third century B.C. to the 
Augustan Age the problem of the correctness of the text of 
literary works that had been preserved was addressed for the 
first time systematically and consciously and the question of the 
precise correspondence of the existing text to the author’s 
intention was given serious consideration. 

The Alexandrian philologists (the greatest among them were 
Zenodotus, Aristophanes of Byzantium and Aristarchus of 
Samothrace: cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2) were perfectly aware 
that the centuries of textual tradition, with copies produced 
manually by the scribes, had led to serious damage, as was clear 


from the fact that differences - or even glaring discrepancies - 
could be observed when comparing the various copies. But the 
aim of reconstituting the correct text and interpreting the works 
with the most refined and appropriate methods proved to be 
fraught with complexities. Not only were the philologists faced 
with corrupt texts: study of the great personalities and their 
production, whose work emerged from the fallible context of a 
completely uncontrolled chain of transmission, revealed not a 
few difficulties concerning the authenticity and correct 
attribution of the works. This prompted a vast production of 
new editions, commentaries, lexicons and erudite handbooks 
aiming to interpret and understand the works of the masters of 
thought. This fervent activity centred around the libraries, which 
acted as the catalyst for the cultural endeavours; during the 
Hellenistic Era, libraries experienced a strong thrust of 
development, which at times resulted in significant 
achievements. The most celebrated case is, of course, the 
famous library of Alexandria, established and maintained with 
great care by the Ptolemaic kings. It became the focus of activity 
for a number of the most important philologists and scholars of 
the Hellenistic Age, some of whom held the position of chief 
librarian, and it housed the most extensive collection of books in 
antiquity. Whether there is any truth in the story that Ptolemy III 
(on the throne from 246 to 221 B.C.) had the official Athenian 
copy of the tragedians brought to Alexandria is unknown: if the 
episode is purely fictitious, then its symbolic values is even 
greater. 

Under the dynasty of the Attalids, the city of Pergamum 
sought to rival Alexandria in grandeur and prestige, with a 
library worthy of the comparison and capable of becoming a 
cultural centre that would attract erudite men and artists. Ata 
later date, the epicentre of culture shifted to Rome, though this 
does not imply that the Greek or Hellenised cities had 
completely lost their role. Rather, it is the history of the 
Aristotelian library that takes on the clear symbolic meaning of 
the baton being handed over from Athens to Rome. 


3.5 Tradition and selection 


During the Hellenistic Age, a selective overview of the works of 
Greek literature was carried out, and the choice of “canonical” 
authors acted as a watershed for the preservation and loss of 
works. Another decisive step in the history of these 
compositions came about between the end of the first and the 
beginning of the third century A.D., when the flourishing cultural 
upswing in the second century Roman empire played a crucial 
role. Thus on the one hand a definite increase in book 
production and circulation is documented for the period in 
question while, on the other, it is significant that the approach to 
texts was still strongly influenced by the Alexandrian philological 
method. With its authoritative scientific achievements, this 
method would continue to be an operative heritage that still 
exerted a marked effect on the reading of the authors. 
Furthermore, in this period there were also cases in which works 
disregarded during the Hellenistic Age were recovered, thereby 
resulting in a larger amount of material in circulation and 
actively read. This in turn had a major impact on the selection of 
authors who thereby escaped oblivion, knowledge of their works 
being handed down to the subsequent textual tradition. But this 
fervour waned in the third century, matching the more general 
crisis and the ensuing impact on the overall culture; 
consequently, many works were lost. A partial remedy was 
sought in the fourth century, when attempts were made to 
mitigate or recover some of the losses, above all by virtue of the 
function of such institutions as the Library of Constantinople 
and the various Late Antique schools of philosophy and rhetoric, 
which long acted as lively centres of culture. 

Another important factor in the conservation of texts was 
the rise of Christianity, in which the “text” and the “book” were 
awarded special importance from the very start. The Jewish 
diaspora in the Graeco-Roman world had made it necessary to 
translate the sacred scriptures into Greek (and then into Latin). 
According to the tradition, this cultural operation took place in 
Alexandria as early as the third century B.C., with the work of 


seventy-two scholars who prepared a Greek version of the Old 
Testament: this text was known as that of the Seventy (the 
Septuagint) and it was in use in the Christian church of the early 
centuries. From the end of the first century A.D., the version of 
the Septuagint was accompanied by the - initially fluctuating - 
group of New Testament texts (Gospels, Letters of the Apostles, 
Apocalypse); when the new religion began to become more 
widespread, there was a considerable increase in the 
production, dissemination and circulation of copies, through 
various means that became increasingly organised and 
extensive. Great attention was devoted to ensuring the accuracy 
of the texts (a strongly felt requirement, given the nature of the 
texts as bearers of the foundations of the faith) and also to the 
correct interpretation (at times with acrimonious doctrinal 
disputes) of the “holy book.” Such concerns effectively played a 
role in keeping the exegetic approach to the literary word alive 
and operative, thus safeguarding the acquisitions of the 
previous centuries. The production of copies in order to 
disseminate knowledge of the Bible, the adoption and 
preservation of the critical-philological method and the drafting 
of commentaries are characteristics of Christian culture that had 
much in common with the pagan culture of the Imperial and 
Late Antique Eras. For the centuries in question, the presence of 
texts associated with the spread of Christianity in all its forms 
and all its streams gradually became a predominant feature in 
the statistics of the finds: Christian books had come to occupy a 
foremost position in a library. 

The progressive decline of the Late Antique Period followed 
by the so-called “Dark Ages” or Byzantine Middle Ages 
characterise the subsequent critical phase in the transmission of 
Greek literature. This was a period that further thinned down 
the selection of works that had been preserved. However, 
between the end of the eighth and the beginning of the ninth 
century there was a notable revival of intellectual activity, the 
overall level of culture gradually improved and blossomed into 
the so-called Byzantine Renaissance of the ninth to eleventh 
century; this was followed by the flourishing development of the 


twelfth to fifteenth century, up to the end of the Byzantine 
empire. We cannot go into this period in depth, though it was 
indeed of crucial importance for ancient Greek literature: men of 
culture devoted themselves to collecting, preserving and 
studying whatever they could find of the texts of the glorious 
past. Intense activity focused on research, preservation and 
interpretation, by virtue of which great numbers of texts were 
saved from total oblivion. A new writing system of Greek was 
introduced, the so-called “minuscule,” which became the 
mainstream mode of writing and allowed the production of very 
many manuscript codices, in which the ancient Greek texts were 
copied in the new writing system and systematically endowed 
with the reading signs that had previously been written only 
sporadically, namely breathings and accents, punctuation, word 
division. The codices transcribed in minuscule often lay at the 
Origin of an intense filiation of manuscript copies, by virtue of 
which the literary texts have come down to our own age. The 
production of copies, editorial and critical-textual activity and 
exegetical work were once again put to work on texts that 
already had centuries of history behind them but which had not 
yet overcome the risk of being lost. 

In the final centuries of the Byzantine empire the study of 
classical antiquity, which had acquired renewed vigour and also 
enjoyed the support of the higher education institutions, 
continued to be enriched by a renewal of interest. A new season 
of enthusiasm prompted scholars and teachers to redouble 
their efforts in order to encourage in-depth study of the ancient 
works and to preserve them in the best possible manner. The 
manuscripts produced after the “dark centuries” of the 
Byzantine Middle Ages were preserved in innumerable copies in 
the libraries and many also found their way to the West, even 
before but in particular after the fall of Constantinople to the 
Turks in 1453. The beacon for the transmission of such a 
treasure of culture and history would henceforth be held aloft 
by the West. Today the debate still continues and considerable 
study is devoted to the relation between Byzantine Humanism 
(this is the definition given, significantly, to the final cultural 


flowering in the East in the twelfth to fifteenth century) and 
western, Italian and European Humanism, but it is not a 
problem we can address here. What is certain is that attention 
and love for classical culture, the awareness of its 
inextinguishable value and the consequent need to study it in 
depth and preserve it for the future generations, are present in 
both phenomena and are united in a striving towards an ideal 
cooperation. 

The translation of Homer into Latin made by the Greek exile 
Leontius Pilatus at the prompting of Petrarch and Boccaccio, the 
spread of knowledge and study of Greek in the West, the 
interaction between East and West of Manuel Chrysoloras, who 
from 1397 was the first Professor of Greek in Florence and the 
author of the first Greek grammar printed in Italy (in 1471), 
combined to give a decisive thrust to the phase of European 
Humanism in which knowledge of the language and works of 
ancient Greece played a crucial role. The humanists assiduously 
sought copies of the ancient works, they produced editions of 
the texts and studied them with love and devotion, thereby 
launching a further important stage in the history of their 
transmission and preservation. 

The process of printing made its appearance, and marked 
the end of the work of hand-copying by the scribes in the 
scriptoria, which had been a source of so many damages to the 
tradition of the various texts. Of course, it is illusory to suggest 
that the printing process gradually prevented inaccuracies from 
creeping in, but certainly the structure of the texts became less 
and less uncertain, the risk of mistakes progressively decreased; 
it thus became practically certain that texts would be preserved, 
and no further losses occurred. Thereafter, following the first 
editions of the final decades of the fifteenth century and the 
explosion of printed production in the sixteenth century, the 
history of the tradition of classical texts was entrusted to printed 
works and to all the various stages in the technical, industrial 
and commercial progress of printing, culminating in the 
present-day electronic book. 

In parallel, and once again hand in hand, the history of 


textual criticism and interpretation of the works of Greek 
literature continued to play a significant role. Thus classical 
philology in the Modern Age, seen in its historical context, fulfils 
the role of the heir and continuator (taking into account all the 
historical differences, naturally) of those ancient and medieval 
philologists whose steps we have followed at least summarily. It 
is along story, ranging from the work of the Byzantines and the 
humanists to the birth of modern classical philology (in the 
second half of the seventeenth century), right up to the critical 
editions produced in our own times, with the inevitable 
accompaniment of exegetical essays and commentaries, 
working tools and new investigations, discoveries and 
reconsiderations. It is a story which, at its outset, permeated 
European culture and has since then expanded to encompass 
the worldwide culture of recent centuries, influencing and being 
in turn influenced by movements and streams of thought, 
prompting phenomena and attitudes or embracing and 
interpreting their effects. It has thereby made a fundamental 
and sometimes momentous contribution to the rise of 
historical-cultural situations and to a definition of the spirit of 
the times. 


The Archaic Age 


I The Period 


1 Early and Middle Archaic Period (Eighth to 
Seventh Century B.C.) 


The historical period that extends from the fall of the 
Mycenaean civilisation (twelfth to eleventh century: cf. 
Introduction) up to the end of the Archaic Age, which in 
conventional historiography is delimited by the Persian Wars, 
can be divided into two parts: the first is mute insofar as 
literature is concerned, while the second blossoms into the 
grandiose era of the great archaic Greek literature, launched by 
the magnificent splendour of the Homeric poems. 

The archaic era of Greek civilisation conventionally 
comprises the historical period ranging from the end of the so- 
called “dark centuries” of the Hellenic Middle Ages (eleventh to 
ninth century B.C.), signalled by the reintroduction of writing in 
Greece (inscriptions in the Greek alphabet, a writing system 
taken over from that of the Phoenicians, are attested from the 
second quarter of the eighth century onwards), up to the 
conclusion of the Persian wars, which came to an end in 479 B.C. 
with the battles of Plataea and Mycale. Two far-reaching 
historical phenomena are of great significance for the first two 
centuries of this period, i.e. for the eighth and the seventh 
centuries, which have also been defined as the “High” and 
“Middle” Archaic: on the one hand the birth and development of 


the polis and, on the other, colonisation, that is to say the 
founding of port cities and establishment of settlements in 
areas beyond the Greek peninsula. 


1.1 The polis 


During the “dark centuries,” the economic-social structure of 
the Mycenaean palaces gradually gave way to that of the polis or 
politically independent city-state. This was the social and 
institutional form that was to be typical of communities in the 
Hellenic world throughout the whole of the Archaic Age right up 
to the end of the Classical Age. It was a phenomenon which, as 
far as we know, first made its appearance along the western 
coast of Asia Minor, an area that had already been colonised as 
early as the Mycenaean Era, and the process was completed 
during the eighth century, with the transition from a monarchic 
type of system to socially structured groups of population under 
the control of landed aristocracy or, in other words, the 
aristocratic city. 

The birth of the polis is intricately bound up with another 
characteristic phenomenon of the Archaic Age, namely 
colonisation. The foundation of colonial cities clearly 
presupposes the existence of the polis, a sort of town planning 
model drawn up on the basis of the social structure of the 
mother-city and exportable to non-Greek lands. It would seem 
that precisely the influence of the settlements in Asia Minor 
dating from the Mycenaean Age provided a crucial impetus for 
the birth of the city-state, together with the influence of the 
urban models of the Near East. 

One significant characteristic of the polis must be made clear 
immediately, in order to avoid misunderstandings that could 
arise if the situation were viewed in the light of contemporary 
experience: each individual polis, composed of the main urban 
centre and the surrounding rural areas that were dotted with 
villages and farms (the chdra), constituted an autonomous statal 
subject, fully independent from other bordering states and 
fiercely proud of its independence. This phenomenon is referred 


to as the “particularism” of the po/eis. Admittedly, the isolation 
of the city-state could result in a precarious economic set-up 
and be dangerous from the military point of view. To avert such 
an eventuality, a rich network of interstate and panhellenic 
relations had gradually been built up since very ancient times: 
thus political-military and religious alliances were frequently 
established (the amphictyonies, the most famous and influential 
of which was that of Delphi). However, in virtually the whole of 
the Classical Age (i.e. up to roughly the mid-fourth century B.C.), 
the Greeks neither experienced nor sought any model of a 
territorially extended state, even though they were by no means 
unaware of the possibility of such a concept (suffice it to 
mention the ancient relations developed by the Hellenic cities 
with the vast and powerful oriental kingdoms that had arisen in 
neighbouring or bordering regions). Furthermore, the above 
mentioned network of alliances cannot be likened to the model 
of colonialism (which involved a preferential relation between 
the home country and the individual colony, such a relation 
typically growing weaker over time, especially on the economic- 
commercial level). By the same token, in no way can the system 
of alliances be compared to a form of hegemony (namely, to the 
function of “guiding” a military alliance, which effectively 
implied political-economic control over other cities, which was 
the system operating in Greece later, during the fifth and fourth 
century). Not until the second half of the fourth century, and by 
imposition from external forces, did the poleis find themselves 
gathered together into broad statal entities: first they were de 
facto annexed to the kingdom of Macedonia, then assimilated 
into Alexander the Great’s empire, and finally incorporated into 
the kingdoms of the Diadochi or successors of Alexander that 
would, in turn, be succeeded by the Roman Empire. 

In the archaic polis, city administration was no longer at the 
mercy of the volatile whims of the monarchs: it was entrusted to 
institutionalised figures represented on the one hand by public 
magistrates (chosen from among the nobles of the city) and, on 
the other, by the assembly of the civic body, selected according 
to various rules. In addition, town planning now began to be 


modelled according to the needs of the town’s community and 
took on the typical design that provided space for public 
activities. The agora (“main square”) represented a place where 
the town’s citizens could meet and where civic assemblies were 
held, as well as the area in which business transactions were 
carried out (the market-place); it also hosted temples and other 
buildings associated with cults or administration. The acropolis 
was the highest part of the polis; it was defended by walls and 
could not easily be accessed: this ensured that it would 
represent a bulwark for defence against any external attack. The 
acropolis thus fulfilled a symbolic role as the institutional and 
religious core of the polis. 

Naturally, in a fundamentally agricultural society, the 
majority of the population lived in the surrounding countryside 
(in Greek ywpa), for which the city acted as the central focus, 
though without any clear-cut separation between city and the 
rural areas. The idea of citizenship was by no means associated 
solely with the urban space: such was the self-evident truth of 
this concept that the ancient Greeks, to refer to the city of 
Athens, used the term oi AOnvaiot (oi Athénaioi, “the 
Athenians”), thus indicating the community itself, in contrast to 
the modern usage. 


1.2 Colonisation of the Mediterranean 


One of the characteristic phenomena of Greek civilisation was its 
vast expansion in the Mediterranean, which took place in stages. 
The earliest colonisation was the spread of Mycenaean 
civilisation, documented archaeologically not only in Asia Minor, 
the Aegean and the eastern Mediterranean, but also westwards, 
as far as southern Italy and the islands of the Ionian sea as well 
as those situated in the southerly part of the Tyrrhenian Sea. 
This was only partly a political phenomenon, as in the case of 
the Mycenaean kingdoms of Crete: it could more properly be 
described as widespread familiarity with the surrounding 
coastal area and the nearby islands as a result of commercial 
activity that was already well developed at the time: the growth 


of trade followed its own routes and intrinsically prompted the 
desire to explore new areas. 

After the collapse of the Mycenaean kingdoms, above all 
during the eighth and seventh centuries, a phenomenon that 
can more genuinely be called colonial - known as the second or 
great colonisation - gave rise to great waves of new settlements, 
developing in two fundamental directions: towards the East, 
with the founding of numerous Greek cities along the Aegean 
coast of Asia Minor, and the other westwards with the 
colonisation of southern Italy (MeydaAn EAAdc, Magna Graecia). 
In the case of Asia Minor, the colonies were often founded on 
the site of settlements established during the Mycenaean Age, 
while in southern Italy the first colony to be founded was 
Pithecusae, on the island of Ischia (ca. 770 B.C.), followed by the 
colonisation of Sicily, where the first Greek colony was Naxos, on 
the north-eastern coast of the island (734 B.C.). 

There has been much debate on the causes of the great 
Greek colonisation in the Archaic Age. Scholars are divided into 
those who believe that the root causes lay in political motives 
(social conflicts within the poleis, due to the rise of a merchant 
class that was competing with the landed aristocracy for power 
and supremacy), versus those who see economic considerations 
as amore likely explanation for the phenomenon (demographic 
increase led to the need for new land, though once again 
political friction arose, pitting small landowners against owners 
of vast tracts of land). It is quite likely that both reasons existed 
side by side. But what is certain is that the colonies were 
generally established hundreds of miles away from the 
homeland, and despite the natural preservation of cultural 
forms homogeneous with those of the city of origin (especially 
as regards cultic practices and the institutional structure 
adopted), normally the new city enjoyed full and recognised 
autonomy. 


1.3 Conflicts within the poleis 


The flows of colonisation acted as a helpful escape valve for 


releasing some of the social tensions that had built up within the 
poleis. Such conflicts arose above all from economic pressures, 
such as the rise of large estates owned by a single family, which 
resulted in the impoverishment and weakening of small 
landowners, or the rise of a merchant class that engaged in 
trading both overland and by sea and which aspired to a role in 
the political sphere. The colonies thus provided a form of 
external solution; nevertheless, the Greek communities also 
succeeded in developing internal forms that made it possible to 
overcome social crises. One such phenomenon was the role 
attributed to a charismatic figure holding the role of legislator 
and reformer (StaAAakt1,, literally “intermediary”), chosen or 
elected as an impartial mediator (in the manner of the Athenian 
Solon at the beginning of the sixth century, cf. The Archaic Age I 
2.1 and III 2.9). But on occasion crises could result in the rise of a 
tyrannical regime: the figure of the tyrant (tUpavvoc) was that 
of a “strong-willed man” from an aristocratic background who, 
with the support of the underprivileged layers of society, would 
manage to wrest power from other groups within the 
aristocracy and impose a personal and hereditary dominion 
over the whole of society (although it generally lasted no more 
than two or three generations), legitimated by broad popular 
consensus. The phenomenon produced veritable dynasties 
(albeit of ephemeral duration), and was widespread not only in 
the seventh century (Periander and the family of the Cypselidae 
in Corinth; Pheidon at Argos; Melancrus, Myrsilus and Pittacus 
at Mytilene on the island of Lesbos; and mention should also be 
made of the attempt by Cylon to establish a tyranny in Athens), 
but also in the sixth century (Cleisthenes and the family of the 
Orthagorids at Sicyon, Polycrates on Samos, Pisistratus and his 
sons in Athens). 

No parallel for these phenomena of internal conflicts and 
the various socio-political solutions that were put forward can 
be found in Sparta. Two factors have been suggested as the 
historical reason for this divergence. On the one hand, the fairly 
rigid social organisation within the city may have played a role: 
said to have dated back to a system introduced by the legislator 


Lycurgus, a semilegendary figure thought to be dated to the 
eighth century, it excluded a priori any aspiration to participate 
in decision-making power if such a request arose from those 
whose bloodline could not be traced to the Spartiates (the 
“original” Spartans). The other aspect concerned the economic 
self-sufficiency Sparta had gained by occupying the 
neighbouring region of Messenia in two successive wars, 
between the mid-eighth century and the mid-seventh century 
B.C. This constituted a unique example, in the Archaic Era, of a 
sort of territorial domination by a Greek city. 


2 The Sixth Century and the Persian Wars (490-479 
B.C.) 


In comparison with the fragmented yet underlyingly 
homogeneous political panorama of the previous period, the 
sixth century marks the gradual emergence of several poleis on 
the social, institutional and economic plane. A number of 
communities, above all Corinth, experienced considerable 
development and reinforced their dynamic mercantile vocation 
in the maritime and colonial sphere; Sparta crystallised its 
ancient oligarchic institutions, giving prominence to their 
military leanings, and also its social and economic system based 
on rigid autarchy, which was not without increasing influence on 
the other Peloponnesian cities; in Athens developments took 
shape that would constitute the premise for the hegemonic role 
the city was to play during the fifth century. 


2.1 Athens in the Sixth Century 


In Attica, the succession of historic figures such as the archon 
Solon, the tyrant Pisistratus (with his two sons Hippias and 
Hipparchus) and the reformer Cleisthenes brought about the 
dialectic transition whereby a moderate democracy arising from 
an aristocratic background underwent a marked 
transformation: it evolved into a form of government definable 


as “radical” democracy - one might even say “totalitarian” - 
subsequently developing into the democratic structure which, 
although undergoing constant evolution in an increasingly 
representative and popular direction, would remain 
substantially unchanged in the following era. 

A multifaceted and charismatic personality, Solon was both a 
politician and a poet (we will examine his poetic production in 
the chapter on elegiac and iambic-trochaic poetry: cf. The Archaic 
Age III 2.9). As a member of the Athenian aristocracy engaged in 
commercial activities, he experienced at first hand the economic 
and social crisis that affected numerous Greek poleis between 
the seventh and the sixth century B.C. In 594/3, or shortly 
thereafter, he was elected archon with the function of 
StaAAaktrj (“intermediary,” “arbiter”), and was assigned the 
specific task of averting the escalation of internal conflicts by 
mediating between the demands of the aggressive land-owning 
aristocracy and the dramatic situation affecting great swathes of 
the population. Solon proclaimed a decree for the write-off of 
debts (or a decrease in the interest to be paid on the debt). His 
decree is known by the name the ogtodyGeta (seisachtheia, “the 
shaking of weights,” in reference to the boundary stones that 
were placed on land that had been confiscated as a result of the 
owner's indebtedness). By virtue of Solon’s decree, citizens who 
had fallen into disgrace or had been obliged to leave the 
homeland obtained full reinstatement of their rights, anda 
prohibition was introduced against reducing citizens to slavery 
for economic reasons. Solon also reformed the social system by 
setting up income classes based on census data, thereby 
Opening up for a greater number of citizens the possibility of 
holding a position in politics and putting an end, on the formal 
level, to the position of absolute privilege held by the hereditary 
aristocracy. 

His actions made a substantial step towards the form of 
constitutional democracy, but he did not definitively eradicate 
civil discord. Three decades after the Solonian reforms, Athens 
became another of the cities subjected to the dominion of a 
tyrant, who was a citizen of noble origin chosen and imposed by 


the common people in contrast with the interests of the 
dominating aristocratic factions. Pisistratus rose to power for 
the first time in about 561/0, and apparently lost and regained 
his hold on power at least once and possibly twice in the 
following years, up to 528/7, the year of his death. On the 
institutional level, in actual fact the tyrant did not repeal even a 
single one of the reforms introduced by Solon; he boosted the 
economy by means of a vast and ambitious public works 
programme and adopted a - selfserving - cultural policy 
designed to reinforce citizens’ support for his policies. Its central 
feature was the establishment of a festival of theatre 
performances on the occasion of the annual religious 
celebration of the Great Dionysia. After his death, the power of 
the tyrant was exercised by his sons Hippias and Hipparchus; 
when, in 514/3, the latter fell under the blows of conspirators 
(Harmodius and Aristogiton), the regime adopted a more 
ruthless stance and became unbearably harsh, eventually 
coming to an end in 510 with the ousting of Hippias. 

After the experience of tyranny, the city had become 
sufficiently mature to formalise on the legislative and 
constitutional plane a strong and conscious desire that had 
arisen among the people, who fervently aspired to be granted a 
participatory role among the organs of power. The interpreter of 
this decisive step towards democracy in Athens was Cleisthenes, 
in 508/7 B.C. Drawing inspiration partly from the Solonian 
approach to politics, he dealt the final blow to the ancient 
nobility of Attic society (which, based as it was on family lineage 
and bloodlines, enshrined the opposition between nobles and 
non-nobles) by replacing the four traditional descent-based 
tribes with ten territorially based tribes. That is to say, tribes 
were now defined on the basis of the citizens’ territory of 
residence. Each tribe, composed of a mixture of social classes, 
from the highest to the lowest, provided fifty of its members, 
drawn by lots, to the fundamental legislative assembly of the 
polis, namely the boulé of Five Hundred, and each tribe 
contributed proportionally, with criteria based on rotation, to 
the composition of the different organs of the judiciary. 


Cleisthenes is also credited with introducing the institution of 
ostracism as an antidote against abuse of power, namely the 
possibility of condemning to exile by popular acclaim anyone 
suspected of harbouring the ambition to set up a tyranny. 


2.2 Sicily and Magna Graecia 


The sixth century represents the finest flowering of the Greek 
cities of southern Italy and Sicily. The economic and political 
development of some of the centres led to a phenomenon that 
proved to be unique in this area of the Greek world, namely the 
tendency towards territorial expansionism by means of the 
conquest and annexation of bordering lands and cities. The 
tendency was manifested most clearly in the final phase of the 
century, when it intersected with the rise of tyrannical regimes, 
which - in contrast with analogous experiences in the mother 
country - were often founded on the consensus of the 
aristocratic class. Emblematic, from this point of view, is the 
conflict between Sybaris and Croton that broke out towards the 
end of the century. The former was dominated by the tyrant 
Telys, while the latter had offered shelter to several hundred 
Sybarite aristocrats who were seeking to elude a regime they 
regarded as oppressive. Upon the Crotoniates’ refusal to hand 
over the exiles - and in this they were strongly supported by the 
philosopher Pythagoras, who had been active in the city for 
many years - war broke out. Sybaris was defeated and 
destroyed (510 B.C.), but a severe internal crisis arose in Croton, 
as the aristocratic fringe supporting the Pythagoreans strongly 
demanded that the conquered territories be annexed to the 
state, thereby prefiguring a political regime of a tyrannical 
nature and the territorial expansion of Croton. This position 
triggered a violent reaction: the school of Pythagoras was 
torched and its founder was obliged to leave the city for ever. 

Between the end of the sixth century and the beginning of 
the fifth, tyrannies arose at Gela (Cleander and then his brother 
Hippocrates, who was followed first by Gelon, up to 485, and 
then by the latter’s brother Hieron, of the family of the 


Deinomenidae) and at Syracuse (once again with Gelon, as from 
485, who was followed once more, after his death in 478, by his 
brother Hieron). Tyrannies also arose at Acragas (Theron), 
Himera (Terillus) and Rhegium (Anaxilas). The expansionist 
policies pursued by the tyrants - the Deinomenidae proved to 
be the most active in this sense - unfolded along lines of 
development that were often tortuous, rife with alliances and 
conflicts, kinship relations and intricate dynastic connections 
(for example, by dint of a studiously prepared marriage policy, 
Theron became the father-in-law and brother-in-law of Gelon; 
Anaxilas was the son-in-law of Terillus). Furthermore, the Greek 
tyrants had to deal with the hostility of the indigenous 
populations (Sicels and Sicani) and with the interests of 
Carthage, which at that time was making its interest felt in cities 
and frontier settlements of Sicily. The Carthaginians had forged 
a plan to take advantage of the conflict that pitted Terillus (and 
Anaxilas) against Theron (and Gelon), as Theron had chased 
Terillus out of Himera in order to weaken the Greek presence on 
the island. But in the summer of 480 the Carthaginian army was 
severely defeated at the foot of the walls of Himera. 


2.3 The Asian colonies and the Persian expansion 


The scene of action in Asia Minor, a veritable patchwork of 
ethnic groupings that was culturally enlivened above all by its 
frequent contacts with the Greek poleis along the coastline 
bordering onto the kingdom of Lydia, underwent extensive 
changes in the sixth century due to the unstoppable advance of 
the powerful Persian empire. 

Having forged an aggressive expansionist policy, the 
sovereigns Cyrus II the Great (559-529), Cambyses (529-522) 
and Darius (522-486) played a powerful role as protagonists in 
bringing about the capitulation of age-old regimes, such as that 
of Lydia (546), Babylonia (539) and Egypt (525). A key figure in 
these developments was Darius, who, after conquering Asia 
Minor in 546 and then annexing the Greek poleis of Asia Minor to 
Persia, launched a veritable programme of military aggression 


against the Greek world. His undertaking was divided into at 
least three distinct stages: the so-called Scythian expedition 
(513), which also involved Thrace, a region that was technically 
unrelated to Greece but was geographically close to it; a failed 
attempt to conquer the Aegean island of Naxos, prompting the 
rebellion of the Greek cities of Asia Minor (Ionian revolt, 499- 
494), which was concluded tragically with the destruction of 
Miletus; and finally, preceded by another expedition to Thrace 
under the leadership of general Mardonius (492), the first 
Persian War (490), which was triggered by the arrival of 
combatants who disembarked in the plain of Marathon, on the 
central-eastern coast of Attica and were then successfully 
beaten back and forced to withdraw by the Athenian troops. 

The first Persian War was regarded by the Athenians as a 
strict warning of Persia’s increasingly brazen designs on the 
Greek peninsula. The Athenians’ success at Marathon by no 
means fostered illusions among the Greeks: on the contrary, it 
aroused greater awareness of the need to prepare against 
renewed aggression. That there was indeed a genuine risk of 
more hostilities was clearly realised by Themistocles, whose 
political and strategic farsightedness led him to engage in a 
number of preventive and defensive projects, the significance of 
which for Greece and Athens would only become fully clear in 
later decades. Massive public funding was assigned to creating a 
sizeable military fleet of triremes, which were easily 
manoeuvrable warships; groups of citizens belonging to the 
lowest and most poverty-stricken classes, the thetes, underwent 
training as naval crew members; moreover, strong defensive 
walls were built around the city. 

The premonitions proved correct. In the summer of 480, 
under the leadership of King Xerxes I (485-465), a massive fleet 
in full battle array made its appearance in the Aegean and an 
enormous army of foot soldiers and cavalrymen penetrated into 
the Greek peninsula from the north-east. When the Greek poleis, 
which had overwhelmingly taken joint action and had built up a 
coalition against the common enemy, found themselves faced 
with the enemy forces’ devastating advance, they had no option 


but to rely on tactics. Thus while a Greek contingent headed by 
the Spartan Leonidas displayed a heroic spirit of self-sacrifice in 
reducing the speed of the enemy forces that were making their 
way over the mountain pass of Thermopylae in Thessaly, the 
part of the peninsula north of the Isthmus of Corinth was 
evacuated en masse by the population and thus was abandoned 
to devastations and looting (even the Acropolis was set on fire). 
This strategy was designed to avert or at least delay a land 
battle, which would inevitably have had a disastrous outcome 
for Greece. 

After a first clash at sea just off Cape Artemisium, at the 
northern tip of the island of Euboea, the Persian and Greek 
ships - among which the Athenian triremes stood out for their 
number and manoeuvrability - engaged in a fierce naval battle 
in the strait of the island of Salamis in the Saronic Gulf, south- 
west of Attica. (The ancient tradition symbolically dated the 
event to the same day as that on which, at Himera in Sicily, 
Theron and Gelon defeated the Carthaginians.) Even though the 
Greeks were numerically in the minority, the site at which the 
encounter took place and the characteristics of the forces taking 
part in the fray were favourable to the Greek allies, who 
managed to decimate the enemy fleet. The following year (479), 
Greek success was crowned by the land victory of Plataea, in 
Boeotia, and by the naval victory close to Mount Mycale, on the 
Aegean coast of Asia Minor not far from the island of Samos. 

Naturally, for an empire whose confines stretched from Asia 
Minor to the Indus, from the Caucasus to Egypt, adverse 
outcomes of such marginal and peripheral scuffles could hardly 
produce particularly severe effects. Despite the understandable 
Greek and Athenian rhetoric about the thrashing inflicted on 
Persia, the latter still represented the most serious and 
menacing threat for the whole of Greece and would continue to 
do so for a considerable length of time thereafter. The Hellenic 
poleis were so intensely aware of this risk that large numbers of 
them accepted the Athenian invitation to maintain a military 
coalition constantly ready for action, for defensive purposes, 
with the precise aim of not lowering their guard as far as Persia 


was concerned, and of keeping the enemy under pressure. By 
virtue of its proven naval strength and of the merit acquired in 
the decisive battle of Salamis, Athens was the most obvious 
choice for the role as head (in Greek nyeuwv, “hegemon”) of the 
coalition; thereafter, since the coalition had its headquarters on 
the island of Delos, it became known as the Delian League. The 
formal and material premises for the future Athenian 
predominance over the islands and cities of the Aegean had 
now definitively taken shape. 


3 Circulation of ideas and literary communication 


Despite the marked Hellenic political particularism, of which the 
city-state was the typical expression, the Greeks by no means 
lacked a sense of cultural identity and of belonging to the same 
people. Concrete evidence of this is found in the indisputably 
panhellenic value assumed by the figure and poetry of Homer, 
an enduring veneration which remained constant throughout 
the centuries. An explicit expression of this idea can be found in 
Herodotus’ Histories (VIII 144), when the Athenians, rejecting the 
suspicion of disloyalty towards their Greek allies and of setting 
up a covert agreement with the Persian enemy, evoked to 
‘EAAnvikov (to ellénikon), “the kinship of all Greeks - the 
community of blood and language, temples and ritual, and our 
common customs; if Athens were to betray all this, it would not 
be well done.” 

During the Archaic Age there also arose forms of 
communication and circulation of ideas among the different 
communities. The types of interaction involved went 
considerably beyond the mere intensification of commercial 
trade and the flow of colonisers around the Mediterranean, with 
cultural repercussions that are self-evident. What is worth 
noting is the rather significant role played by the official 
occasions marking political and diplomatic relations among the 
different communities, as testified by treaties and interstate 
conventions and also by marriage alliances between aristocratic 


families and clans of tyrants. Additionally, perhaps even greater 
importance attached to the impressive panhellenic festivities 
that gravitated around the sphere of the sacred: first and 
foremost the religious and competitive events such as the 
Olympic Games (at Olympia), the Pythian Games (at Delphi), the 
Nemean Games (at Nemea) and the Isthmian Games (in 
Corinth), all of which saw the participation of competitors 
arriving from a great number of Greek cities. All the most 
authoritative religious centres hosted a panhellenic event: such 
was the case, for instance, of the great sanctuaries of Delphi, 
Delos and Dodona with their oracles. 

Last but by no means least, an element of the utmost 
importance linked to this era is the reintroduction of writing, a 
skill that had been lost during the “Dark Ages” of the Hellenic 
Middle Ages. Between the end of the ninth and the beginning of 
the eighth century the Greeks adapted the Phoenician alphabet 
to their own requirements and turned it into a tool with which to 
write their own language. Throughout the area of penetration of 
the Greek language, from Sicily to Asia Minor, the ancient 
inscriptions on stone and on metal provide evidence of 
significant differences in the use of the alphabetic signs 
between one region and another, and from one dialectal variant 
to another: yet despite these discrepancies, the overall adoption 
of the Phoenician writing system can be considered as another 
substantial element of unity within the variegated cultural 
panorama of the Greek world. 

Communications between different groups and also among 
citizens within a given polis was aided by the fundamental role 
of the various manifestations of art and, in particular, of 
literature. But it is necessary, at this point, to forestall a possible 
misunderstanding: Greek literature of the Archaic Age (and to a 
large extent that of the subsequent period as well) was a rather 
different phenomenon from that which is familiar to our own 
contemporary world, where we are accustomed to gain 
enjoyment from works of art in an individual manner and 
through the activity of reading. In contrast, ancient Greek 
literature almost always constituted a performance designed to 


be executed before a fairly large audience. This implies that it 
can make use of different modes of expression at the same 
time, based both on sound and vision (the live speaking voice, 
song, music, dancing, gestures, modes of dress, even stage 
props and backdrops. And a further implication of the utmost 
importance is that the work cannot be conceived separately 
from the given occasion on which it is performed (public or 
private situations or festivities) or from a precise context 
(extensive community spaces in the city or large rooms within a 
home) where the audience gathers, for the - albeit not always 
exclusive - purpose of watching the performance of the work. 
The beginning of Greek literature coincides, for us, with the 
Iliad and the Odyssey, poems that present a vast canvas of 
episodes and which tradition attributes to Homer, although 
their genesis is rooted in a “pre-Homeric” production that is 
completely lost. They have come down to us in a form whose 
redaction must be presumed to date basically from the eighth 
century. Thus the first literary genre we meet is epic, which 
expresses a number of major cultural values, first and foremost 
its role as the conveyor of tradition, in the sense of a set of 
values, customs and practices. Additionally, the epic genre is 
marked by another characteristic that is a distinctive feature of a 
large part of the archaic production: namely, its rootedness in 
the context of the Greek colonies of Asia Minor (specifically, 
those of Ionia), which we have already met in this chapter as 
protagonists in many aspects of political and cultural life. The 
great groundswell of epic included the work of Hesiod (eighth to 
seventh century B.C.), originally from Boeotia, who focuses on 
the pedagogic component and shows the emergence of 
systematic considerations (above all with regard to the 
associated genealogical production); his poetry would 
subsequently be perceived as the beginning of the didactic 
genre. The same line of poetic tradition was also the medium for 
some of the most ancient literary expressions of philosophical 
reflection: several thinkers who were active in the colonial area 
(Xenophanes of Colophon, Parmenides of Elea, Empedocles of 
Acragas) entrusted the presentation and circulation of their 


doctrines to cosmological and naturalistic poems, which have 
come down to us in a rather fragmentary state. The period 
between the eighth and the seventh century saw the beginning 
of the splendid season of lyric verse, which became widespread 
above all in the Aegean islands and in the cities of the Greek 
peninsula. The form and content of the songs showed various 
differentiations: iambic (Archilochus, Semonides, Hipponax), 
elegy (Callinus, Tyrtaeus, Mimnermus, Solon, Theognis) and the 
various modalities of monodic and choral melic verse (Sappho, 
Alcaeus, Anacreon, Alcman, Stesichorus, Ibycus, Simonides). The 
seventh and sixth centuries are sometimes defined as the “age 
of lyric poetry,” on account of the extraordinary blossoming of 
this poetic genre, while the production of epic poetry gradually 
declined. 

Literary prose arose later than the verse genres (as far as we 
know, at least). Once again, the context in which it took shape is 
the Ionian colonial environment, where prose was placed at the 
service of the most ancient thought of philosophers and the first 
expressions of investigations undertaken by historians. The 
philosopher Anaximander of Miletus (sixth century B.C.) seems 
to have been the first to set down in writing the results of his 
investigations on nature. Furthermore, in the following 
centuries, apart from the above cited experiences of 
philosophical poetry and a few cases of oral teaching 
(Pythagoras), prose rose to the status of the canonical form of 
expression of philosophical thought. Prose was the medium in 
which the first essays of a historical nature were composed, 
focusing on the subjects that were typical of the period, such as 
investigations into family and city-based traditions and into the 
historical and regional geographic characteristics of 
neighbouring and distant foreign lands. Enquiries of this kind 
also had a utilitarian motive - clearly reflected in the crisp and 
terse form of the surviving fragments - from which the 
increasingly refined stylistic devices of the poetic genres could 
hardly remain aloof. Finally, the sixth century also saw the first 
literary steps in the realm of the fable, a narrative genre arising 
from a background of folk tales and not devoid of influence 


deriving from eastern cultures. 
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II Archaic Greek Epic 


1 Homer 
1.1 Before Homer: the problem of the pre-Homeric 
1.1.1 Poets prior to Homer 


Fuerunt ante Homerum poetae is a sentence from the work Brutus 
of Cicero that has become almost proverbial. Cicero is outlining 
the concept that in the arts (rhetoric, sculpture, painting) there 
always exists an evolutionary path towards perfection. He thus 
asserts: “nothing has been both discovered and perfected all at 
once. There is no warrant for doubting that there were poets 
before Homer, as is implied by the songs he recounts being 
sung at the feasts of the Phaeacians and of the suitors” (Brutus 


XVIII 71). These words offer a good example of clear awareness, 
even in antiquity, that the consummate grandeur of Homer 
must have arisen on the shoulders of a tradition and a poetic 
history which, in turn, opened up the perspective of an 
evolutionary process. As a testimony of such a tradition, explicit 
references were made to the bards (or, with their Greek name, 
the aoidoi: see below) Demodocus and Phemius, represented in 
the Odyssey respectively at the court of Alcinous on the island of 
Scheria and at the royal palace of Odysseus at Ithaca, where 
they are described as providing entertainment for the banquets 
(the one at the feasts set up by the Phaeacians, the other at the 
banqueting festivities of the suitors) by performing songs on 
epic subjects. 

The opinion that regarded Homer as the most ancient poet 
was by far the most widespread view in antiquity, even though 
some believed Hesiod to date from an even earlier period. The 
historian Herodotus (Histories II 53), who lived in the fifth 
century B.C., explicitly claims that Homer and Hesiod were the 
most ancient poets known; in the fourth century B.C., the 
philosopher Aristotle stated in his Poetics (4, 1448b 28 ff.): “Now, 
we cannot name such a poem by anyone earlier than Homer, 
though probably there were many poets; but we can do so from 
Homer onwards.” Furthermore, elsewhere as well, Aristotle 
shows himself to be, at the very least, sceptical with regard to 
the authenticity of works attributed to extremely ancient figures 
of poets such as Orpheus, Musaeus and so forth, whose 
depiction is lost in the mists of legend. By the time of Aristotle, 
the idea that Homer was the first poetic personality of Greece 
appears to have been already fully consolidated, and through 
the works that have been preserved he emerges from a semi- 
legendary uncertainty and takes on defined characteristics. A 
tradition of songs certainly must have preceded him, but we 
know nothing certain concerning poets who lived before his 
time. This was the line that would be adopted throughout the 
subsequent tradition (in particular among the Alexandrian 
philologists of the Hellenistic Age). Emphasis was placed on the 
idea that the Homeric poems were the first texts of Greek 


literature to have been written down and preserved, and 
therefore they were the most ancient texts that could be known 
and studied, whereas no work has come down to us that is more 
ancient than the Iliad and the Odyssey. 


1.1.2 The reconstruction of a pre-Homeric literary history 


Thus even in antiquity queries had timidly been raised, albeit not 
without a certain uneasiness, concerning the problem of the 
pre-Homeric, that is to say of what existed prior to the Iliad and 
Odyssey in the form in which they have come down to us, for it 
has always seemed obvious that a poetic achievement of this 
kind could not be a one-of impromptu production but must have 
been the outcome of an evolution. The effort made by the 
ancients to delineate the features of the pre-Homeric was 
manifested in their attempt to extract a small nugget of 
presumed data from the texts in their possession and to 
organise them by applying cultural models that operated 
effectively within their own intellectual horizons. Two such 
models can be discerned. One is that of genealogy, i.e. 
connections identified through the genealogical tree of family 
relations; this was a very ancient mental structure for the 
organisation of mythic and historical time and was regarded as 
a manner of reconstructing the most distant and inscrutable 
periods of time by building them around a solid frame; the other 
is that of the diadoché, likewise based on a serial approach, 
focused on the succession of master-pupil relations. Both 
models were widely used in various spheres of Greek civilisation; 
accordingly, the process of setting up connections and 
chronological structures was based on two fundamental criteria: 
family relations and professional relations. 

An illuminating instance of the genealogical criterion is 
given by the inclusion in Homer's genealogical tree of semi- 
legendary figures of “extremely ancient” poets such as Orpheus, 
Linus, Musaeus and other less renowned figures; some authors 
even set up a kinship bond between Homer and Hesiod. Among 


his masters, various characters are mentioned in differing ways: 
the most interesting as an invention is the version which sees 
Phemius (the bard of Odysseus’ palace on Ithaca) as Homer’s 
adoptive father and educator, and holds that the poet made a 
reference to him in the Odyssey as a token of gratitude. In this 
perspective, one particularly significant case is that of the 
fellowship of the Homeridae of the island of Chios (one of 
Homer's supposed homelands): the Homeridae were a 
professional association of singers who boasted of being 
descendants of Homer himself (and the tradition did indeed 
consider them as such); furthermore, they claimed they were 
the repository of his heritage, thereby merging the genealogical 
line of descent with the professional-intellectual connection. 

The assumption of linkages based on genealogy or on 
master-pupil succession served the purpose of establishing 
structured relations between a pre-Homeric shrouded in semi- 
legendary mist and the emergence of a figure such as Homer 
himself, whose real-life existence and historical physiognomy 
were, despite all the uncertainties, not open to doubt. Such 
considerations also extend to the figures of bards whom Homer 
himself represents: they were considered to be real figures, his 
predecessors, and as such they were treated in the composition 
of that which, in modern terms, takes on the appearance of an 
embryonic “history of literature.” Poets, critics and scholars 
missed no opportunity to express the idea of a pre-Homeric 
poetic tradition, and the ancient tradition is by no means short 
of names. 


1.1.3 Evidence concerning pre-Homeric literary forms 


In the Homeric poems one can trace documentation concerning 
already known and existent literary forms, including some lyrical 
ones. First and foremost, Homer speaks of the activity and the 
figure of the bard (in Greek dotSdc, aojidos), i.e. of the 
professional singer, who performed in front of a select public 
with songs that recounted heroic deeds, accompanying himself 


with a string instrument, the cithara. Study of such figures as 
they appear in Homer, in particular the representation of the 
bards Demodocus and Phemius in the Odyssey, has enabled 
scholars to build up a more concrete image of the person who 
composed the Iliad and the Odyssey. Another related feature is 
the evidence, in Homer, revealing knowledge of other mythic 
sagas, such as the adventures of the Argonauts, the story of 
Meleager, the myth of the Atreids, the Theban Cycle and other 
mythic stories concerning the deeds and exploits of the gods. 
Within such a backdrop there is no lack of epic material, which in 
the Homeric poems appears to have already been known and 
structured into narrative cycles. It is therefore self-evident that 
much debate and investigation has focused on the concrete 
forms this material could have assumed, while maintaining the 
conviction that it was not a mere reference to the 
anthropological impact of the culture of the Hellenic people but, 
rather, genuine allusions to poetic forms. KAEa avépaiv (klea 
andr6n), “glories of the heroes,” is the expression Homer uses 
to designate the theme of Demodocus’ song (Odyssey VIII 73) 
and of the song with which Achilles, angry and far away from 
the battlefield, seeks a moment of recreation by accompanying 
himself with the cithara (Iliad IX 187). 

Therefore what we need to picture to ourselves is an oral 
tradition that is highly magmatic and fluid, made of continuous 
extemporaneous bardic improvisations, or alternatively a 
tradition composed of substantial poems that were to some 
extent already fixed but transmitted orally. In the latter case, the 
fixed element may conceivably have referred only to the canvas 
forming the background, though the canvas itself may have 
contained varying degrees of detail, or possibly real and defined 
series of lines that were fairly long and worked out in detail or 
which, on the contrary, were subject to wide-ranging variations. 
But other possibilities are conceivable, such as veritable 
complete “texts,” which were subject to relatively limited 
variations (possibly already set down in writing?). In such 
contexts it is only to be expected that the problem of the form of 
the pre-Homeric expanded beyond its original bounds and was 


transformed into that of the genesis of the Homeric poems 
themselves and of the culture in which they arose, i.e. into the 
well-known “Homeric question.” 

In addition, in the Homeric poems there are mentions of 
some genres of lyric poetry: we will talk about them in chapter 
100 a 


1.2 Biographical traditions about Homer 


Investigation into the figure of Homer raises numerous and 
complicated problems, which over the centuries have prompted 
innumerable scholars to write millions of pages on these issues. 
It is undeniable that over time considerable progress has been 
made and much knowledge has been gained; yet it is equally 
true that a vast array of aspects still remain highly obscure and 
are the object of profound disagreements. 

For a prolonged period of time, discussion centred around 
the problem of the historical and biographical identity of Homer 
himself and, consequently, on the question of his role as the 
author of the poems that have come down to us under his 
name, the Iliad and the Odyssey. In more recent times, studies 
have focused predominantly on the latter aspect (as we will see 
in the section devoted to the “Homeric question,” cf. The Archaic 
Age II 1.9). For now, it will suffice to point out that traditionally 
the name of Homer identifies a bard, and thus a professional 
singer, who probably played a significant role in the adoption of 
writing for the composition and transmission of the Iliad and 
perhaps also of the Odyssey. 

The quest to define the identity of Homer is not aided by the 
ancient biographical tradition, which has come down to us in 
generally rather late and thus not altogether reliable redactions. 
Therefore the origin of the information contained therein may 
date back to a far earlier time, if credence can be given to the 
belief that it was already customary for the rhapsodes 
(paWwéoi, i.e. professional performers of the text of the 
Homeric poems) to accompany their recitals with “biographical” 
information on the poet, and if any credit can be given to the 


story which holds that Theagenes of Rhegium (sixth century 
B.C.) and Stesimbrotus of Thasos (fifth century B.C.) “did some 
research on Homer's poetry, on his lineage and on the period 
on which he flourished.” 

In actual fact, the assumption that the “biographical” 
information on Homer inferable from these Lives aspired to be 
granted any kind of authoritativeness and validity is dubious. 
Rather, they are biographies we could define as glamourised 
fictional accounts, based as they are on inventions conjured up 
for various different reasons and purposes. 

The problem is that the biographical reconstructions put 
forward by the ancients normally sought to find the foundations 
for their assertions within the authors’ works themselves, in 
passages which - rightly or wrongly - were interpreted as 
having an autobiographical element, mirroring the authors’ 
lives. In the case of epic, however, this possibility is excluded on 
account of the anonymity behind which the bard conceals 
himself completely. While the first poetic personality who speaks 
of himself is Hesiod, the episode of The Contest of Homer and 
Hesiod (see below) is actually also the only one in this congeries 
of fictive biographies to have any claim to identify a textual 
starting point, namely in a passage from Hesiod. Furthermore, 
only the inventions that developed around the figures of the 
bards in the Odyssey can lay claim to having some foundation in 
historical fact, and in any case their foundedness is limited. 
What meaning should be ascribed to these inventions, or to 
similar constructions built up around the genealogy of Homer or 
his masters, has been already discussed (cf. The Archaic Age II 
Ade 

Typical, in this respect, is the search for Homer's homeland. 
Numerous cities aspired to be awarded this role, most notably 
Chios and Smyrna (over fifteen candidate cities can be 
enumerated; the Alexandrian philologist Aristarchus indicated 
Athens), clearly with the aim of acquiring a more noble image. 
Another form of candidacy made use of extrapolations based on 
the etymology of the name Homer, interpreted as having the 
meaning of “hostage” (because either he himself or his father 


were claimed to have been taken hostage) or of “blind” or other 
more phantasmagorical suggestions. The chronology of Homer 
was also the object of intense investigation. A minority view held 
that he had been an eye witness of the Trojan War; almost all 
the Lives are of the opinion that he lived at a later date, but the 
time gaps range from 60 to 400 years later (the absolute dating 
naturally also depends on the date chosen for the Trojan 
events). These Lives are mostly anonymous or pseudepigraphic, 
i.e. falsely attributed to an authoritative personage. The most 
extensive is the pseudo-Herodotean Life, which was mistakenly 
transmitted under the name of the famous historian Herodotus 
(fifth century B.C.), which is also the main source of the Epigrams 
attributed to Homer, which we will discuss in the chapter 
devoted specifically to this topic (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.10.5). In 
addition, two different versions of the Life of Homer can be found 
at the beginning of the short work On the Life and Poetry of 
Homer that is attributed to Plutarch (first to second century 
A.D.), as well as one of non-negligible length at the Homer entry 
of the Byzantine lexicon Suda (tenth century). A few rather short 
anonymous Lives are contained only in the Homeric 
manuscripts. 

The biographical and anecdotal tradition on Homer also 
includes the already cited Contest of Homer and Hesiod, a small 
work whose content is rather obviously based on a few lines in 
which the poet Hesiod (seventh century B.C.: cf. The Archaic Age 
II 3.1) relates that he once went to Chalcis in Euboea to take part 
in a competition in honour of Amphidamas and that he was the 
winner in the poetry competition (Works and Days, 650-659). 
Hesiod himself makes no mention of any adversaries, a fact 
which has prompted the suggestion that his adversary may have 
been none other than Homer himself, who failed to achieve the 
victory. On the other hand, a few lines attributed to Hesiod 
allude to a circumstance in which Hesiod and Homer are said to 
have met each other and then sung at Delos: obviously, this is a 
different episode from that of the Contest, yet it does have 
elements of similarity, if for no other reason than the presumed 
contemporaneity of the two bards. 


The redaction of the Contest that has come down to us was 
most certainly written in the second century A.D. or later (it 
mentions the emperor Hadrian), but the core of the work 
unquestionably goes back to a much earlier period. This is 
demonstrated by two incontrovertible facts. Firstly, a fragment 
of the work, albeit with variants, is restored to us by a papyrus 
that dates to the third century B.C. We also have another 
papyrus (from the second to third century A.D.) that preserves 
the final part with the subscription: “By Alcidamas on the topic 
of Homer”: the cited author is the rhetor Alcidamas, who lived 
between the fifth and fourth century B.C. Furthermore, even 
though the text of the fragment is not identical to that of the 
Contest which has come down to us, it nevertheless constitutes a 
valuable piece of evidence, possibly providing us with insight 
into a more ancient version, an original nucleus or, more simply, 
a preserved source of the Contest. On the other hand, it has also 
been maintained that Alcidamas made the whole description up, 
although this seems somewhat unlikely. Rather, one has the 
impression that a somewhat more ancient core, very probably 
founded on traditions current at the time (including the cited 
passages of Hesiod), was transmitted after being subjected to 
various types of rewordings or modifications, and that it was 
channelled into a rhetorical and biographical-erudite tradition 
focusing on the two most ancient and authoritative figures of 
Greek poetry, Homer and Hesiod. 


1.3 The Homeric poems: the I/iad and the Odyssey 
1.3.1 Two masterpieces at the outset of Greek literature 


In contrast to the problematic issues outlined above, the 
incontrovertible reality is one and one alone: the grandeur of 
the two poems preserved under the name of Homer, the Iliad 
and the Odyssey, which over the millennia that separates them 
from us have never ceased to be regarded as the two absolute 
masterpieces of western literary civilisation. Therefore it is 


appropriate to start from here, from Iliad and Odyssey. 

There undoubtedly did exist, as we mentioned earlier, 
poems and songs before the two Homeric poems that have 
come down to us, but the story of Greek literature effectively 
starts with the Iliad and the Odyssey. Thus it is a literature which, 
at its very outset - at least as far as the known texts are 
concerned - in no way offers us first tentative steps (any such 
trial works are lost in the mists of that which has not been 
preserved), but rather its lofty heights, a history which from its 
very first moment stands before us not with clumsy experiments 
but with results that are already amazingly sophisticated. We 
may State, preliminarily, that the absolute chronology dates 
these poems, in the form we know today, to the eighth or 
seventh century B.C., with varying ranges within the two 
centuries. Inevitably, however, some uncertainties do remain, as 
is only natural in such a difficult terrain, and many still hotly 
disputed divergences among scholars can be cited. Generally, 
the Odyssey is considered to date from a few decades later than 
the Iliad (conventionally it is thought to date from one 
generation later) and therefore to have been composed by a 
different poet/bard (on this aspect opinion seems to have 
reached a broad consensus). 

Each of the two Homeric poems have come down to us 
divided into 24 books (for which the ancient name was 
rhapsodies). This division was not original, but was carried out 
considerably later, by the erudite Alexandrian philologists of the 
Hellenistic Age. The number is due to the 24 letters of the Greek 
alphabet, which were utilised to indicate the songs; at an even 
later stage capital letters were used for the Iliad and lower-case 
letters for the Odyssey. This convention is still in use today, as 
can be observed in the printed editions. The material from 
which the poems draw their content consists of the celebrated, 
protracted and multifaceted mythic story, packed with a vast 
array of characters and episodes, that centred around the Trojan 
War, including the events in the run-up to the war and those 
that took place after its conclusion. The core elements of the tale 
revolve around the fact that Paris, the son of Priam (king of 


Troy) ravished Helen, the wife of Menelaus (king of Sparta), and 
fled with her back to his own land - namely the city of Troy, also 
known as Ilium (hence the Iliad), situated a few kilometres 
inland from the north-western coast of Asia Minor. Menelaus 
and his brother Agamemnon then organised an expedition of 
many lords and noblemen from Greece and laid siege to the city 
to compel the Trojans to release the abducted Helen and allow 
her to return home; at the same time, they also insistently 
demanded the return of the riches purloined by Paris on the 
occasion of the abduction. 


1.3.2 The Iliad: structure and content 


The Iliad (15.692 lines in the standard editions) by no means 
narrates the entire sequence of events involved in the Trojan 
War, contrary to what its title might seem to suggest. Rather, 
the poem focuses on an episode that took place at the end of 
the ninth year of the war (the time indication is made explicit in 
II 134 and 295), involving action that endured for about fifty 
days. The proem specifies that the central theme of the poem 
revolves around the wrath of Achilles, caused by the arrogant 
attitude of Agamemnon, the commander-in-chief of the 
Achaean expedition. The protagonist’s wrath constitutes the 
main topic, the guiding thread (sometimes clearly highlighted, 
on other occasions receding into the background) structuring an 
action which in some places broadens out into an extensively 
choral setting. The fatal outcome of the episode, enclosed within 
the confines of the poem, is the death of the great Trojan hero 
and greatest champion of the defence of the city, Hector, the 
son of Priam and brother of Paris. Within the macrostructure of 
the cycle of events, this is an evident presage and 
foreshadowing of the subsequent downfall of the city, to which 
the Iliad alludes on more than one occasion (II 322 f.; XII 10 ff; 
XV 69 ff.), though the end of the poem still remains distant from 
this event. 


The poem opens with the arrival of Chryses, a priest of 
Apollo, at the Achaean camp: he has come to ransom his 
daughter Chryseis, who was awarded as war booty to 
Agamemnon, the head of the Achaean army and the 
brother of Menelaus. Agamemnon, haughtily rejecting any 
concession, chases the old priest away, but the latter 
implores Apollo to avenge him, and the god sends a 
terrible plague that decimates the Achaean encampment. 
On the tenth day, after the assembly has been convened, 
the soothsayer Calchas reveals the reasons behind the 
divine punishment, but Agamemnon refuses to release the 
young maiden. There follows a heated discussion and a 
quarrel with Achilles, the most valorous and glorious of the 
Greek heroes, upon the conclusion of which Agamemnon 
decides to return Chryseis to her father and to seize, 
instead, the young maiden Briseis who was Achilles’ war 
booty. Achilles himself, offended by all this and by the 
army chief's disrespectful behaviour towards him, and 
after the furious argument in front of the assembly, angrily 
withdraws from the war and demands redress from his 
mother, the goddess Thetis, for his defiled honour. Thetis 
ascends to Olympus and obtains from Zeus an assurance 
that the events will provide compensation for her son: the 
plan of the supreme king of the gods and of men will be to 
concede victory to the Trojans, forcing the Greeks into 
defeat until Achilles once more fights in the fullness of his 
glory, reviving the fortunes of his companions. How this 
decision by Zeus is actually carried out will thus constitute 
a unitary framework that structures the entire story, a 
guiding thread that springs from the central theme of 
Achilles’ wrath. 


The mechanism seems to be set in motion the following 
night, when Zeus sends Agamemnon a deceitful dream 
with the apparent aim of inciting him to launch the 
decisive attack against Troy the very next day, whereas in 
actual fact the intention is to send him to an inevitable 
defeat. However, the crucial unfolding of the plot, so 
ingeniously and explicitly prepared, begins at this point to 
undergo a whole series of delays and slow-downs, which 
on more than one occasion are then, as it were, 


superseded by resumption of the guiding thread that 
restores the main development of the plot. After the great 
display of the forces in battle array represented by the 
famous Catalogue of the Achaean ships and of those 
mustered by the allies of the Trojans (in the second part of 
Book II), the resumption of the battle in the field is 
postponed with the proposal of solving the war by means 
of a duel between Paris and Menelaus (which seems to 
summarise the underlying reasons for the war, pitting the 
abductor of Helen against the offended husband). But the 
plan fails to be completed because Paris, who is about to 
be defeated, is saved by the intervention of Aphrodite. 
After the uncertain outcome of the duel, the Trojan 
Pandarus violates the truce by shooting an arrow to 
wound Menelaus, who is wandering around in great fury 
after finding himself deprived of the rival whom he had 
practically already defeated. 


So the fighting begins, and seems favourable now to one 
side, now to the other. Among the various developments, 
one significant element is, in Book V, the long series of 
deeds that shine the spotlight on the Achaean hero 
Diomedes. The sequence of war scenes is interrupted by a 
“family” parenthesis, consisting of the touching episode 
(in Book VI), within the circle of the walls of Troy, when 
Hector has a meeting first with his mother Hecuba and 
then with his wife Andromache and his young son 
Astyanax. The episode has the atmosphere of a final leave- 
taking by Hector, who appears to be heading towards 
death on the battlefield: yet it is a death which, although 
prefigured, is still distant and within the economy of the 
poem it proves to be markedly delayed as compared to 
such an effective preparation. After another trial by single 
combat, this time between Hector and Ajax (which offers a 
variation on the previous duel), the skirmishes give way to 
all-out battle. On Olympus, Zeus weighs the destinies of 
death on the fatal balance scales, and sees the scales of 
the Achaeans forebodingly weighted down (Book VIII). The 
initial plan is thus implicitly brought back to the listener’s 
attention, and when the hostilities cease as night begins to 
fall it is the Achaeans who find themselves in difficulty. 


The Achaean leaders then decide to send a delegation to 
Achilles (made up of Ajax, Odysseus and the old tutor 
Phoenix) to persuade him to come back and fight with his 
Myrmidons, but the response is negative. Achilles 
perseveres with his irate and self-righteous withdrawal 
(Book IX). During the night, after an assembly among the 
chiefs, Diomedes and Odysseus decide to make a sally. The 
Trojans will do the same and it is Dolon who will act on 
behalf of their side and will accept the task of going out to 
spy on the enemy: but he gets caught by Diomedes and 
Odysseus, who kill him. Then the two Greek heroes 
massacre Rhesus and his Thracians and finally get back to 
their encampment. This is the content of the problematic 
Book X, which even among the ancients raised structural 
difficulties on account of some elements of contextual 
incoherence, to the point that there was some suggestion 
in antiquity that Homer composed this book separately 
and only later was it included in the Iliad (cf. The Archaic 
Age II 1.9.1). 


The next day, with the resumption of hostilities, the 
Achaeans are still facing severe difficulties. Book XI marks 
an important turning point in the action: many of the most 
important leaders having been wounded, the Trojans 
move closer to the wall that delimits the adversaries’ 
encampment, threatening to torch and destroy the enemy 
positions. This is the true moment when Zeus’ plan - 
announced at the very beginning of the story - begins to 
be put into action after the numerous delays and 
postponements that have uncommonly expanded the 
dimensions of the story. Numerous figures disappear from 
the action: first Agamemnon, then Diomedes, followed, in 
this order, by Odysseus, Machaon and Eurypylus, at which 
point Achilles sends Patroclus to find out the identity of the 
last warrior who was seen being transported, wounded, 
away from the battlefield. Patroclus thus approaches 
Nestor’s tent to obtain information, and this triggers the 
action of the whole of the second part of the poem. 


The Trojans, led by a belligerent and confrontational 
Hector, are constantly increasing the pressure and the 


Achaeans find it more and more difficult to defend 
themselves, especially with Ajax and Teucer and then 
Idomeneus: the battle rages with mounting confusion. 
Meanwhile, up on Olympus, Hera, the goddess who is an 
enemy of the Trojans, manages to deceive Zeus through 
seduction and to distract his attention. Poseidon can thus 
descend to help the Achaeans, who seem to gain new 
strength; Hector himself is wounded. But Zeus awakens 
and re-establishes his own will: Poseidon has to abandon 
the encampment and the Trojans once more gain the 
upper hand with the help of Apollo; Hector, who has 
overcome his wounds, is drawing closer and closer to the 
wall of the Achaean encampment and appears to be on 
the verge of demolishing it. 


It is at this point (Book XVI) that Patroclus, Achilles’ 
companion and trusted friend, distressed at the adverse 
fate that has befallen his fellow combatants, returns to the 
tent after obtaining information, and asks to be allowed to 
return - at least he himself - to the battle fray, dressed in 
Achilles’ battle attire, with the hope of frightening the 
Trojans and giving some respite to his own side. But the 
resumption of the affray is short-lived: with the help of 
Apollo, a god who is a good friend of the Trojans, Hector 
kills Patroclus and takes possession of his magnificent 
weaponry. Despite the strenuous defence set in motion by 
Menelaus and Ajax, the Achaeans once again find 
themselves in serious difficulty. Having learned of the 
death of his dearest friend, Achilles falls into despair, and 
invokes the help of his mother Thetis. Thus it is Thetis who 
asks Hephaestus, the divine craftsman who is the god of 
fire, to construct for her son the wonderful new weapons 
(which are famously described, especially with regard to 
the shield, in the final part of Book XVIII). Thereupon 
Achilles, thus garbed in battle array, and having made his 
peace with Agamemnon and set aside his wrath, finally 
returns to the battle scene to join the fight. 


All the gods return to the battlefield, siding with one or the 
other of the two groups, and they launch into a mammoth 
battle. In a duel that takes on the flavour of a preview of 


the final contest, Achilles confronts one of the major Trojan 
heroes, Aeneas who, however, is saved by Poseidon: here 
(Book XX 306-308) one finds the prophecy (echoed in the 
Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite) according to which Aeneas will 
be saved after the fall of Troy, because his future destiny 
will call upon him and his descendants to reign over the 
Trojans and their descendants for generations to come. 
This prophecy has been seen as an allusion to the 
westwards movement of surviving Trojan refugees and 
indeed as a foreshadowing of the foundation of Rome (the 
tale would be developed by Virgil in the Aeneid). After 
prolonged struggles in which both men and gods are 
entangled, and after terrifying massacres in which Achilles 
crushes the enemy ranks, thus manoeuvring his men into 
a stronger position, the two great adversaries come face to 
face with each other. 


In the final duel (Book XXII), Achilles kills Hector and 
defiles the corpse. The desperation and weeping of 
Hector's parents Priam and Hecuba as well as of his wife 
Andromache set the seal on the revenge for the death of 
Patroclus and for the distress of Achilles. Once the funeral 
rites for Patroclus have been completed, with his 
cremation on the pyre celebrated by impressive funeral 
games, the poem comes to an end with the human and 
touching sequence of old Priam who humiliates himself by 
approaching Achilles’ tent to ask for the body of his son. 
Achilles takes pity on the old man and finally succeeds in 
placating his furious grief: Priam obtains the restitution of 
the body of Hector, for whom the appropriate funeral and 
burial rites are performed. 


The Iliad is both the poem of Achilles and a polycentric and 
choral poem. This can clearly be seen by casting our minds back 
over the great battle scenes (in a sense, one might say the 
scenes are statically photographed at the beginning of the great 
survey of the Catalogue of the armies at the end of Book II), but 
also by reviewing in our mind the heroic co-protagonists, first 
and foremost Hector, as well as Patroclus and Paris, and then 
Diomedes, Agamemnon, Nestor, Odysseus, Ajax and others on 


different planes such as Priam, Hecuba and Andromache. The 
saga relates that Achilles is the hero who has chosen a brief and 
illustrious existence instead of along and obscure life: this is his 
destiny, his choice, of which his mother is well aware and which 
she herself supports with her help. Thus Achilles cannot leave 
the scene and abandon the war, he cannot shirk the glorious 
test of battle that sanctifies heroes. The wrath that temporarily 
keeps him away from his natural environment, away from battle 
and war, will - once the various postponements that actually 
embody much of the central action of the poem have run their 
course - necessarily be set aside to allow fulfilment of the 
destiny of glory to which the son of Peleus and Thetis is 
destined, and then, beyond the limits of the J/iad, the fulfilment 
of the tragic fate of Troy (we will see that precisely such a fate 
was narrated in the poems of the Trojan Cycle). 


1.3.3 The Odyssey: structure and content 


The Odyssey (12.058 lines in the standard editions) is the poem 
portraying the homeward journey of Odysseus (Ulysses), the 
last of the heroes of Troy to regain his homeland after the 
destruction of the city. His return portrays him as the 
protagonist of the longest and most adventurous of journeys, 
and also of the most celebrated of all. 


At the beginning of the poem, the gods, who have 
assembled for a session of their council, decide that 
Odysseus too must return home and that Poseidon must 
set aside his wrath against the hero. At Odysseus’ home, 
the Ithacan nobles squander Odysseus’ wealth and urge 
Penelope to remarry and give the island a new king. The 
first impulse that sets the action in motion comes when 
the goddess Athena makes a visit to Ithaca to exhort 
Telemachus, Odysseus’ son, to cast aside his slothfulness 
and set out on a journey in quest of his father or of any 
information as to Odysseus’ whereabouts. Telemachus will 
thus travel to the kingdom of Pylos, where he will have a 


prolonged conversation with old Nestor, and to Sparta, 
where he will meet with king Menelaus and the wife of the 
latter, Helen, who have returned to their kingdom after the 
upheavals of the war. This is the content of the first four 
books, which are jointly known as the Telemachy. Here, 
Telemachus listens to emotionally moving re-evocations 
but obtains no concrete news of his father. As early as the 
Telemachy, the role of Athena makes itself felt: moreover, 
throughout the poem, the constant presence of the 
goddess, who devotes herself to providing help and 
support for the protagonist as he struggles with the 
misfortunes and adventures of his return, constitutes an 
element of great importance in the unfolding action. It is 
thus a coherent inheritance from the position of the gods 
in the action depicted in the Iliad. In addition, on the 
structural plane this element, viewed within the macro- 
economy of the story, also constitutes a non-negligible 
unitary guiding thread. 


With Book V, a second council of the gods results in a new 
start of the action: this raises the problem of the relation 
of the Telemachy to the rest of the poem and has led to 
difficulties from the unitary point of view. The nymph 
Calypso, who for eight years has detained the hero on the 
island of Ogygia, is obliged to forsake her love so that 
Odysseus can leave on a raft. But the misadventures are 
far from over: Poseidon deliberately causes Odysseus to 
be shipwrecked, but he narrowly manages to survive and 
reach the island of Scheria, the dwelling place of the 
Phaeacians, who are governed by the king Alcinous. After 
Odysseus’ celebrated and delicate meeting with Nausicaa, 
the king’s young daughter, whom he encounters on the 
beach, he proceeds (guided by Athena) to the royal palace, 
where he is welcomed by Alcinous and queen Arete. In the 
evening, after the competitions in honour of the guest, the 
bard Demodocus gives a performance during the banquet, 
with songs on themes relating to the Trojan affair (as well 
as performing the famous piece on the love affair between 
Ares and Aphrodite). As Odysseus listens, twice he is 
extremely moved. Begged by the pressing questions of his 
hosts, who are eager to find out more about him, the hero 


reveals his identity and tells the story of the adventures 
that took place after the fall of Troy up to his arrival on 
Calypso’s island (Books IX-XII: Apologoi). He relates the 
first clash with the Ciconians, which caused the death of 
many companions, the subsequent storms and the landing 
in the land of the Lotus-eaters; then the arrival on the 
island of the Cyclopes and the adventures in Polyphemus’ 
cave, from which Odysseus and his companions had 
managed to escape by means of the famous stratagems 
and the blinding of the monster; he also touches on the 
episodes of Aeolus, as well as of the Laestrygones (whose 
ferocity was such that Odysseus’ boat was the only one to 
escape), his stop-off at the abode of the sorceress Circe, 
his visit to the land of the dead with the prophecy of 
Tiresias (and the meetings with his mother, Agamemnon, 
Achilles and Ajax), and also the perils associated with the 
menacing presence of the Sirens and the marine monsters 
Scylla and Charybdis. His story then turns to his arrival on 
the isle of the Sun, with the sacred cattle slain due to the 
men’s hunger, and the ensuing wrath of the Sun-god; his 
tale then continues right up to the final shipwreck that 
brought Odysseus, now a lone voyager, to the island of 
Ogygia where he meets Calypso; here his story also 
mentions his hope of finally returning to Ithaca, the new 
shipwreck and the landing on Scheria. 


Alcinous has by now decided to come to the aid of his 
unfortunate guest. Thanks to the help provided by the 
Phaeacians and with one of their ships, Odysseus (Book 
XIII) finally reaches Ithaca and, with the unfailing help of 
Athena, he sets about planning his revenge and 
reconquering his kingdom. The loyal swineherd Eumaeus, 
opening his hut to Odysseus who is masquerading as a 
beggar, welcomes him for the night. Athena, once again 
offering her help, persuades Telemachus (who is still 
lingering in Sparta) to return swiftly to Ithaca: thus the 
storyline of the Telemachy is ingeniously linked to the main 
thread of the story. Odysseus and Telemachus meet in 
Eumaeus’ hut, where Athena wills them to recognise each 
other, at which point they set up their plan. Penelope and 
the suitors have been informed of the arrival of 


Telemachus, who returns to the royal palace and tells the 
story of his journey. 


Still disguised as a tramp, and in the company of Eumaeus, 
Odysseus makes his way to the royal palace (where the old 
dog Argo recognises him and dies immediately). Upon 
entering, he finds himself among the suitors who are 
intent on celebrating and banqueting and he wanders 
among them begging for small morsels but he meets with 
nothing but derision and mockery. Penelope would like to 
meet the foreigner, but he postpones the meeting until 
after the dinner. She then decides to go down among the 
suitors and hints at the possibility she might be about to 
decide on a new marriage: she would like to talk to the 
stranger, who, still cleverly camouflaged as an unfortunate 
Cretan merchant, talks to her about Odysseus and 
prepares her for his return. As night falls, the old 
nursemaid Eurycleia, who has been entrusted with 
washing the man, recognises her master thanks to an old 
scar, but she proves to be a shrewd ally. 


The events start coming thick and fast, cleverly oriented 
towards the fatal conclusion. Odysseus and Telemachus 
remove the weapons from the hall; a dream prompts the 
idea in Penelope's mind of holding an archery 
competition; thus as the new day breaks and the suitors 
have once again gathered in the royal palace, Penelope 
puts forward her proposal: whoever manages to draw 
Odysseus’ bow and to shoot an arrow through the rings 
on the handles of twelve axes shall have her as his bride 
and shall be the king of Ithaca. Telemachus is the first to 
have a try, then it is the turn of the suitors, but all of them 
fail. Odysseus reveals his identity to Eumaeus and to the 
other faithful servant, the cowherd Philetius: then he asks 
for the bow so that he himself can have his try. Penelope 
and Telemachus signal their consent, amid the protests of 
the suitors. Eumaeus hands the bow to his master, and 
when the beggar succeeds in his attempt, all is revealed 
and Odysseus obtains his terrible revenge by massacring 
the suitors, under the watchful eye of Athena. Penelope, 
hardly able to believe what she has seen, wants to put the 


stranger to the test, but all doubts are dispelled when he 
reveals that he knows the structure of how their nuptial 
bed was built. Thus the return of the last of the heroes of 
Troy has been completed. Book XXIV, finally, shows the 
souls of the dead suitors descending to Hades, the 
meeting of Odysseus with his old father Laertes and, after 
a rapidly solved clash between opposing factions, the final 
peace settlement among the inhabitants of Ithaca. 


In contrast to the choral nature of the Iliad, here Odysseus is the 
unopposed protagonist, the real hero of the poem, even though 
there is no lack of other important and immortal characters: 
some are inherited directly from the Iliad, like Nestor and 
Menelaus as well as the heroes encountered by Odysseus in the 
realm of the dead, but also Circe and Nausicaa, Polyphemus and 
Alcinous, Telemachus and Penelope, the weird imaginary 
creatures encountered during the hero’s journeys and the 
figures in the royal palace of Ithaca, such as Penelope’s suitors 
and the old nursemaid Euryclea, the bard Phemius, a parallel of 
the bard Demodocus in the royal palace of Alcinous on Scheria, 
the island of the Phaeacians. 

A major characteristic of the structure of the poem is that it 
opens in medias res. The war has been over for ten years now, 
the other Greek heroes have all gone happily back to their 
homes or have suffered an ill-fated death during the return 
journey, while only Odysseus (who thus has been away from 
Ithaca for a total of twenty years) is still held back due to the 
hostility of Poseidon. For eight years now the hero has been 
obliged to remain on the island of the nymph Calypso, Ogygia, 
which he reached after an incredible string of adventures. He 
himself recounts the various events that befell him in the royal 
palace of Alcinous, the king of the Phaeacians: these are 
Odysseus’ famous Apologoi, that is to say Tales, in Books IX-XII, 
where the protagonist himself tells of everything that had 
happened to him since the departure from Troy. Only at this 
point does the reader find out about the terrifying and 
incredible adventures Odysseus has lived through. This veritable 


flashback, obtained through the technique of the story within 
the story, breaks up the linearity of the time of narration and 
shows an ability to structure the story-line that is certainly more 
advanced than the simple development found in the Iliad. This is 
one of the reasons, together with the adventurous material and 
the theme of the outward journey and the home-coming, why 
the Odyssey is commonly viewed as an archetype of the text- 
form of the novel. 


1.3.4 Iliad and Odyssey: an initial comparison 


The contents unfurled before us in the two poems have a global 
significance from the point of view of human thought: they 
encompass concepts such as man faced with the great themes 
of life and death and of his own destiny, the divine, the gods, 
religion, the Other World, immortality, caducity, war and 
homecoming, friendship and love, honour, family, community, 
the exercise of power, the insidious deceptiveness and the 
beauty of nature, knowledge and survival, remote worlds, 
formidable duels, boundless and distant landscapes, colossal 
fights and endless journeys, treacherous and amazing 
adventures, monsters on land and at sea, heroes, divinities, 
women who have become symbolic figures of our collective 
imagination. Few are the works of the human mind that have 
deserved, on a par with the Homeric poems, the designation as 
a cultural encyclopaedia, in the anthropological sense, a 
perennial masterpiece of mankind. 

The Iliad shows us a society at war: the ear-splitting crash of 
weapons on the battlefield acts as the frame for the hero’s 
action as he rises to glory by confronting the enemy. Even 
during the brief pauses away from the clashing weapons (the 
meeting between Hector and Andromache, the night-time 
embassy to Achilles, the funeral games for Patroclus, Priam’s 
visit to Achilles to ask him for the return of the body of Hector), 
it is still the war that dictates the background to the events. The 
ethical dimension of the characters, the parameter of their 


manner of action, is their heroism as warriors: their valour 
reaches its peak in a glorious death that is by far preferable to a 
lengthy but obscure life. The parameters of glory are honour, 
courage, revenge, victory and defeat: but human life is more 
complex than war or the fearsome battlefield events in which 
the hero is involved. For in addition to the above mentioned 
non-wartime themes, the depiction of the events in which the 
combatants are involved extends to considerations regarding 
their common destiny, marked by suffering, danger, fear, wrath 
and the ineluctability of death, wherein the differences among 
men who are at war with one another eventually fade and 
disappear. 

In the Odyssey the war is a memory, a past that cannot be 
disregarded and which spreads out its effects right up to the 
present: but the present is the determination to tread once 
more on the soil of the homeland, within the family home in 
order to revive relationships and to bond with one’s kin. Yet 
what delays the homecoming is the prolonged, variegated and 
constantly beckoning adventure, thereby throwing into even 
sharper relief the figure of the suffering hero who tenaciously 
overcomes adversities by strength and astuteness. It is an 
adventure wherein the theme of love and attraction plays an 
important role, but his love for his wife Penelope prevails over 
the various temptations of the splendid Calypso, the fascinating 
sorceress Circe, sweet Nausicaa, all of whom he meets during 
the stages of a journey full of the most amazingly diverse 
meetings, a grandiose metaphor of the unpredictability and 
variability of human life. 

As a consequence of these distinctions between the two 
poems, an emphatic distinction can be perceived with regard to 
the conception and representation of the emblem of the hero. 
The poet of the Odyssey has a different vision compared to the 
creator of the Iliad: one could say that the perspective seems to 
shift from the heroic past towards a more human present, with 
the representation of daily life, meetings and conversations, the 
representation of characters. The ideal of a warrior’s strength 
and his victory in battle, so characteristic of the Iliadic heroes, 


and the heroism of Achilles in his relations with others - 
especially as compared to the sorrowing figure of Hector - stand 
in contrast with the depiction in the Odyssey of a heroic figure 
characterised more noticeably by métis, by the intelligence of 
stratagems and the use of words (of deceitfulness, one might 
say, the dolos). Such is the figure represented by Odysseus as he 
faces innumerable challenges and shapes his life around the 
pursuit of survival and successful outcomes. Certainly one of the 
decisive aspects in the narrative edifice of the Odyssey is the 
construction of the protagonist, around whose figure there 
cluster an amazing quantity of stories and events by virtue of 
the receptive and flexible structure of the journey. 

In the poetic form both of the Iliad and the Odyssey, two 
factors stand out very clearly. On the one hand one cannot 
ignore the significant role played by the common material with 
which the two edifices are built, namely the heritage of modes 
of expression (involving both form and content) resulting from a 
long tradition of songs based on formular diction and ona 
consolidated thematic repertoire; while on the other, the 
composition is held together by the great structural architecture 
that springs from a unitary conception, sustaining the 
monumental epic poem throughout both of its parts. A further 
element that reinforces the similarity between the two poems is 
the twofold nature of the plane of action: the representation of 
the human world is counterbalanced and paralleled by that of 
the world of the gods, with their multiple interventions and 
influence on the actions of men or with their powers of 
observation as they cast their eyes down from Olympus towards 
the affairs of mankind (we will return to this issue later). 

In the Iliad the episode of Achilles’ wrath acts as the 
centrepiece of numerous other episodes and thus broadens the 
perspective of the poem, which takes on the character of a 
representation of the decisive moment in the Trojan War. But as 
was noted earlier, the tendency towards concatenation that 
forges links among the multifarious strands of the action 
prevails over the polycentrism of the story, recapitulating 
previous events and foreshadowing their resumption. This has 


the effect of continually unwinding and rewinding the threads 
linking the events, with preparations and delays, and with links 
closely interwoven or stretching out into the distance. Above all 
as from Book XI the connections among the events become 
much tighter and linear: after the wounding of the major 
Achaean leaders, Achilles calls Patroclus to send him on a fact- 
finding mission, and this “was for him the beginning of his 
downfall” (XI 604). Patroclus is thereupon allowed to enter into 
the battle and he then kills Sarpedon (and he continues to fight 
- a fatal error willed by Zeus: cf. XVI 684 ff.), Hector subsequently 
kills Patroclus in order to avenge Sarpedon, and Achilles then 
avenges Patroclus by killing Hector. As the story continues to 
unfold there are also moments that do not fail to bring back to 
mind the initial plan, such as the moment when it is pointed out 
that Zeus is following this line of action because he wants to 
make sure that Hector and the Trojans prevail while Achilles is 
absent (XII 174); or in the lines which, just as the second half of 
the poem is about to begin (XIII 347 ff.), perfectly echo the 
outset of the whole episode: “Zeus willed victory for the Trojans 
and for Hector, / to give honour to swift-footed Achilles; he did 
not want / the Achaean people to perish utterly before Troy, but 
/ was bringing glory to Thetis and her strong-spirited son.” 

In the Odyssey the guiding thread of Odysseus’ home- 
coming, with the recovery of his throne, his family and all his 
possessions after killing the evil suitors, is enriched by 
numerous adventures full of folkloristic and fairytale-like motifs 
supported by the structure of the journey: for instance, the 
clever and deliberately studied grafting of the story within the 
story (Odysseus’ Tales) endows the overall poem with an 
undeniable structural solidity. These two elements are 
complemented by a third factor, consisting of the Telemachy, the 
guiding thread of which - after having been left on hold - is 
linked up again with the main thread of the story, eventually 
leading to the son’s recognition of his father in Book XVI. From 
Book XIII onwards, after more stories about the past adventures 
and once Odysseus has set sail yet again, this time from the 
island of the Phaeacians, which marks the beginning of the 


second half of the poem, the action proceeds in a linear manner 
and gradually brings together the three narrative strands which 
jointly move towards the final outcome. Thus when Telemachus 
has also returned and has joined Odysseus, the adventures at 
sea move in a homewards direction and proceed towards 
revenge and reconquering the kingdom. A tripartite story: the 
first part on Ithaca, focusing on Odysseus’ home and family, 
then the tale of the protagonist’s long journey, and finally the 
setting is back on Ithaca once more, with the homecoming and 
regaining his family environment, his wife, home and kingdom. 

If it is characteristic of the Odyssey that the story begins in 
medias res, plunging the listener straight into the unfolding 
events that compose the action and thus within its own 
individual structure, in another sense it is equally true to say 
that the Iliad begins in medias res in relation to the macrocontext 
of the entire Trojan saga and selects what is effectively a tiny 
segment in comparison to the entire narration. This simple 
observation cannot fail to call to mind the judgement expressed 
by Aristotle in the Poetics (23, 1459a 30 ff.) on the excellence and 
exemplary craftsmanship of Homer, even though the 
philosopher's vision of Homer’s approach was clearly influenced 
by the model of tragedy. That is to say: the poet did not seek to 
represent the whole of the war, because the story would have 
been too long and impossible to appreciate within an overall 
view, or else it would have been too complex and long-winded, 
but he cleverly selected the events and chose the most suitable 
approach so that the action would be unitary and self-contained, 
even though he enriched it with a number of episodes. Homer’s 
approach, Aristotle continued, was different from that of the 
poets of the Cycle, who composed multiple actions devoid of 
unity, accumulating narrative material (cf. The Archaic Age II 2.1). 
Thus from each of the Homeric poems only one single tragedy 
can be obtained, or at the very most two, whereas quite a 
number can be composed with the material of the Cyclic poems 
such as the Cypria or the Little Iliad. 

The Aristotelian view concerning content analysis and 
narrative choices can be contrasted with what we might call the 


totalising vision that emerges in an apparently unequivocal 
manner in the Homeric epic: totalising in the sense that what it 
aims to represent is the entire affair of the Trojan saga. Some 
elements found in the Iliad, such as the great catalogue of the 
Achaean and the Trojan armies in Book II and the scene from 
Book III known as the Teichoscopia, in which Helen, gazing down 
from the walls of Troy, points out to Priam the main Achaean 
leaders, not to mention the amazement of the city elders when 
they behold the beauty of Helen, clearly depict an initial 
situation of the war and of the siege (whereas the poem as a 
whole focuses its action on the ninth year). But one finds other 
episodes that give rise to different implications. For instance, the 
“decisive” single combat between Paris and Menelaus in Book 
III (subsequently duplicated by the duel between Hector and 
Ajax of Book VII), the claim (mentioned earlier) by the Trojan 
elders that despite Helen’s beauty it is time for her to go back 
home, as well as the repeated references, in the poem, to the 
fall of Troy and various associated episodes, and in a certain 
sense even Hector’s leave-taking from his wife and son in Book 
VI - all these aspects evoke the conclusion of the war. 

To this can be added the observation that the distribution of 
the divine alliances (Hera and Athena with the Achaeans, 
Aphrodite and her brother Apollo with the Trojans) is the result 
triggered by the initial episode of the whole saga, the famous 
judgement of Paris, which, however, is mentioned at the 
beginning of Book XXIV. Moreover, in the Odyssey, Telemachus’ 
visit to Nestor and Menelaus offers the opportunity to call to 
mind not only episodes of the war itself (including the Wooden 
Horse) but also a number of homecomings of other heroes, 
distinct from Odysseus, and some of the homecomings are also 
mentioned elsewhere in the poem, first and foremost the tragic 
homecoming of Agamemnon. These examples should suffice to 
make it clear that as far as the narrative contents are concerned 
there is a rather important tension in archaic Greek epic, 
between the selective aspect so clearly outlined by Aristotle and 
that which one might call a totalising ambition, which embraces 
in an overall view the massive dimensions of the entire saga, 


revealing, as it were, the idea of somehow representing the 
whole of which it is a part. 


1.3.5 Relative and absolute chronology of the poems 


The anonymous author of the treatise On the Sublime (9, 10 ff.) 
asserts that the Odyssey was written after the Iliad because it 
presupposed knowledge of the latter and also because the 
Odyssey bears the hallmark of a work composed in old age, 
given its tendency to engage in storytelling and relating fables 
as compared to the warlike ardour of the I/iad. Based on this 
perspective, a relative chronology of the two poems was set up, 
and this has been fully confirmed by modern studies, whereby 
the Iliad is considered to be earlier than the Odyssey. In terms of 
absolute chronology - granted the obvious uncertainties - it can 
be said that the I/iad and the Odyssey were set up in the current 
form of lengthy poems with a massive and monumental 
structure during the second half of the eighth or during the first 
half of the seventh century B.C. (a somewhat later dating which 
has recently been favourably considered would attribute the 
Iliad to the first half, and the Odyssey to the second half of the 
seventh century B.C.), with a temporal gap such that the Odyssey 
is believed to date from a few decades later (conventionally, the 
gap is said to be one generation) and was composed with 
awareness of the I/iad and drawing inspiration therefrom. 

But there is far less general consensus on the written 
redaction of the poems. Some believe this to have coincided 
with the moment of composition, while others set it at a later 
date, sometimes as late as the sixth century, possibly identifying 
it with the redactional work on the poems which, according to 
an ancient tradition, was performed in Athens at the time of the 
tyrant Pisistratus (i.e. in the second half of the sixth century) and 
is known by the name of Pisistratic redaction (cf. The Archaic Age 
II 1.9.1). If, today, this appears to be the most acceptable 
position in chronological terms, we must thus resign ourselves 
to the strong probability that it was not one and the same 


person who gave the poems their more or less final form. i.e. 
that the poet of the Odyssey was later than the poet of the Iliad 
and conceived a long poem with grandiose architecture 
precisely on the basis of the Iliadic model. We will return to 
these themes in connection with the current status of the 
Homeric question (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.9). 


1.4 Myth vs. history: from the Mycenaean world to the 
Homeric poems 


1.4.1 Heinrich Schliemann and Homeric archaeology 


The historical background of the poems - in other words, 
whether and to what extent they reflect a historical reality and, if 
so, what this reality actually was - has always been one of the 
fundamental problems of Homeric studies. In the modern 
context, the relationship of Homer with history began when the 
German merchant Heinrich Schliemann - a complex and 
controversial figure of a amateur archaeologist, enamoured of 
Homeric poetry and absolutely confident of its truthfulness - 
decided to attempt to locate the places described in the poems, 
eventually succeeding in his intent. He carried out some 
excavations first and foremost on Ithaca (in 1868), with 
disappointing results, and then in Asia Minor (starting from 
1870), where he found the site of the city of Troy in present-day 
Hisarlik, a hill just a few kilometres away from the Dardanelles. 
However, what he believed to be the Troy of Priam (where he 
made a find he called the famous “treasure of Priam”) was 
subsequently discovered to be the remains of a considerably 
older city, dating back to over a thousand years earlier than the 
end of the Bronze Age (this is now known as the Troy II layer, 
dated to about 2500-2000 B.C.). The uncovering of Troy was 
followed by the discovery and study of the Mycenaean world in 
its various aspects: and this in turn gave rise to a far-reaching 
range of considerations, with very extensive consequences that 
are still the object of intense study today: namely, the 


problematic issue of the relation between the Homeric poems 
and history, the question of the real historical background of the 
world described by Homer. Such issues stimulated the taste and 
desire for a better understanding of the links with the historical- 
archaeological reality which in some way (but in what way?) lies 
behind the poetry that reflects mythic topics. 

Since then, it appears that this has been the field of the most 
emblematic illusions and the most radical forms of scepticism. 
In other words, one has the impression that the case of Homer- 
Troy is exemplary in demonstrating how philology and 
archaeology can indeed illuminate each other beneficially, under 
certain conditions, but it also offers a typical example of the 
obstinate determination to give archaeology the task of 
supplying a piece of information that will be so objective in its 
concreteness and demonstrability as to provide the definitive 
judgement on what philology is unable to establish univocally. 
Furthermore, not only is the appeal to archaeology exemplary 
with regard to the illusions and disenchantments that can be 
experienced and caused, but it also leads to the realisation that 
archaeology and philology are asking different questions and 
that often the answers they attempt to give each other are not 
the true response they are seeking to obtain. The transition 
from archaeological evidence to the historical plane raises a set 
of first-order problems: a subsequent move to the plane of 
poetry risks being fraught with even greater perils. One is left 
with the impression that when philology, history and 
archaeology seek to provide an answer to one and the same 
question, they may end up with answers that have no points in 
common or they may pay the price of totally unsatisfactory 
answers that distort the true nature of the issue. 

Schliemann subsequently carried out digs in the 
Peloponnese: at Mycenae (in 1876), the Homeric kingdom of 
Agamemnon (Iliad II 569 ff.; Odyssey III 304 f.), and at Tiryns (in 
1884). When imposing ruins of a flourishing civilisation began to 
come to light, giving substance to the image of that which 
became known as the Mycenaean civilisation, there began the 
prolonged story of Homeric archaeology, which still today 


bristles with hotly debated problems and unsolved questions. 
After Schliemann, excavations were performed at the site of 
Troy/Hisarlik by the German scholar Wilhelm Dorpfeld (1893- 
1894) and, in the early decades of the twentieth century, by 
American archaeologists from the University of Cincinnati under 
the guidance of Carl William Blegen. Starting from 1988, a new 
series of digs was conducted by the German archaeologist 
Manfred Korfmann, who passed away in 2005: these campaigns 
brought substantial results that have prompted new hypotheses 
and lively debate within the scholarly environment: discussion is 
still ongoing and will be described in further detail later on. 

Firstly of all, we have to accept the identification of the site 
of present-day Hisarlik as that of the “Homeric” Troy. 
Admittedly, doubts are periodically raised in this regard, but at 
present there is insufficient evidence to reject this starting point. 
The concept of identification is to be taken in the sense of the 
city that is “the location of the myth,” i.e. the geographically and 
topographically real place which is referred to in the myth that 
epic considers as “a story to be told.” In the same manner the 
city of Thebes is “the place of the myth” of Oedipus and 
numerous other historical Greek cities, starting from Athens, are 
real places seen as the location of mythic sagas: otherwise 
stated, the Greek mythic sagas are normally located in real 
places and cities. 

Subsequent excavations carried out after Schliemann’s 
discoveries, up to the above mentioned campaigns of Korfmann, 
based on more scientific and thus more reliable criteria, have 
shown that the site was inhabited over an extremely prolonged 
period of time, so that today numerous layers from different 
epochs can be distinguished. Consequently, the crucial question 
ever since the period subsequent to Schliemann has been how 
to determine, among the ten layers discovered within the 
excavated city according to current stratigraphy, which one 
should be identified as the “Homeric” Troy. This assessment 
must also necessarily take into account that the Trojan saga 
recounts, or at least in some sense refers to (through its poetic 
filters) events and situations dating to the late Bronze Age, 


which in this area came to an end around 1000. The main 
candidates taken into consideration have been the phases 
denominated VIh (the last phase of Troy VI, from 1700 to 1300 
ca.) and VIla (the first phase of Troy VII, from 1300 to 1000 ca.). 
The buried city of phase VIh was a flourishing settlement, 
extensive and prosperous (as confirmed and corroborated by 
the most recent excavations), built around 1700 and 
subsequently passing through several different stages. Blegen 
and others put forward the hypothesis that it was destroyed by 
an earthquake around 1300, whereas other scholars prefer to 
support the idea of Dorpfeld, who believed it was destroyed 
partly also by a fire set by external enemies, and suggested that 
enemy forces also demolished and removed part of the city 
walls. The phase VIIa city, on the other hand, was built around 
1300 and destroyed roughly a century later, thus around 1200, 
probably as a result of human action. The fact that the 
excavations show it to have been a fortified city of considerably 
lesser size and wealth than the splendours depicted in the epics 
raises a problem, which could be overcome partly by reflections 
on the nature of epic poetry with its tendency not only to 
preserve memory but also to amplify and magnify things and 
events. Additionally, the outcome of new excavations would 
appear to suggest a different situation as compared to previous 
assumptions, though scholars are by no means in agreement 
concerning the interpretation of these results (see below, 
following paragraph). Other scholars have argued that the 
“Homeric” Troy is to be identified with level VIIb2, dated 1120- 
1020, and thus belonged to a period later than the fall of the 
Mycenaean kingdoms; in this case too, the settlement in 
question was destroyed by a fire. According to this perspective, 
the facts mirrored in the Homeric poems belong to a later era 
and the “Homeric” war was actually an event with limited 
significance, which can be regarded as forming part of a 
historical situation of decadence, i.e. the beginning of the so- 
called “Dark Ages” of the Hellenic Middle Ages (eleventh to 
ninth century: see Introduction 1.1 and 1.2). The reasons 
adduced by the supporters of this argument are basically the 


following: the Homeric world does not reflect Mycenaean 
civilisation but rather a later stage; nothing of the Homeric 
world is necessarily prior to the end of the thirteenth century; 
there is no reference to a war of Troy in the Hittite documents 
that can be adduced for a study of the geopolitical situation of 
Anatolia in the period in question (see below, following 
paragraph) 

Korfmann’s excavations have brought to light, at the foot of 
the citadel and facing towards the sea, an extensive “lower city” 
that concerns Troy VI (1700-1300 ca.) and VIIa (1300-1000 ca.). 
This must therefore have been a much larger city than was 
previously thought, which also enjoyed considerable commercial 
importance in the late Bronze Age because its position enabled 
it to exercise control over seafaring routes for ships sailing 
towards the Straits of the Dardanelles. This would have awarded 
Troy prosperity and strategic importance such that would 
plausibly have allowed the city to engage in acts of war for 
possession and control over the area, or for plunder and pillage. 
But on the other hand, serious doubts have been raised 
concerning both the true size and importance of the lower city, 
and the possibility of a veritable war motivated by commercial 
reasons in the late Bronze Age has also been questioned (see 
above). In any case, Korfmann’s vision can be summarised by 
the following basic idea: during the late Bronze Age, Troy was a 
more important and prosperous city than was previously 
believed, and therefore the Homeric representation acquires 
greater plausibility or even confirmation. Furthermore, various 
different “Trojan wars” could have succeeded one another, with 
the city thereby acquiring the reputation of a place constantly 
fought over, the object of periodic attacks from outside and 
attempted conquests. It would thus have been a city closely 
caught up in the political turmoil of Anatolia, maintaining 
relations with the Hittite kingdom and possibly becoming the 
object of dispute between the Hittites and the famous kingdom 
of Ahhijawa (a name that has been placed in relation with that of 
the Achaeans) mentioned precisely in the Hittite sources. The 
kingdom in question probably lay in the area of the southern 


Aegean islands in which the Mycenaean civilisation is more 
strongly attested and present, in particular Rhodes, although 
some scholars believe that an identification with Mycenae, 
Thebes or Knossos is more plausible. 

Korfmann’s campaigns and studies have made a significant 
contribution to knowledge of the geographic location and 
topographic background of the Iliad. A careful analysis of the 
topography of the city and the surrounding landscape, including 
the coastline, led the German archaeologist and his team to 
claim that the poet of the J/iad, an Ionian bard, composed his 
poem on the basis of having personally seen and become 
acquainted with the places of Ionian Asia Minor in which it is 
located; so compelling is the poet’s description, Korfmann 
maintained, that he appears to be a veritable eye-witness (we 
will return to this issue later). The walls, the plain beyond the 
city (described as the scene of the duel between Achilles and 
Hector), the course of the rivers, the landing stage of the 
Achaeans’ ships and their encampment: all these elements of 
the Iliadic representation correspond very clearly, in Korfmann’s 
view, to the real location of the Troy found for the first time by 
Schliemann and now taken into renewed consideration and 
thoroughly investigated. As mentioned earlier, serious doubts 
have been raised concerning several aspects of this vision and 
Korfmann himself has been accused of vastly overestimating the 
results of his own excavations, especially with regard to the how 
extensive the lower city really was, or whether a commercial 
metropolis and a flourishing major centre could genuinely have 
existed in the late Bronze Age. Other problematic issues have 
also been adduced, such as whether there could have been a 
genuine likelihood, in that age, of a war triggered by economic 
and commercial considerations, or whether it is realistic to 
attribute to the Mycenaean kingdoms the logistical capacity to 
organise a veritable expedition overseas which would have 
called for non-negligible resources in a late and declining phase 
of the Mycenaean Age. Thus for the critics and sceptics, the 
overall reconstruction is unreliable because it is not supported 
by sufficient evidence. Once more, as had also occurred 


following the discovery of the Mycenaean civilisation, in the 
infinite story of the relation between Homer and historical- 
archaeological reality, confident and even bold reconstructions 
stand in contrast with prudence, notable doubts and even 
radical scepticism (albeit not necessarily untouched by personal 
rivalry). As underlined earlier, the problem of the transition from 
archaeological data to the plane of history and thence to that of 
poetry is fraught with difficulties and may be insoluble. 

Overall, however, much has been achieved since the earliest 
discoveries, and today our knowledge of Mycenaean civilisation 
is far more substantial, prompting us to broach profound and 
fascinating questions, although unfortunately the available 
knowledge is still insufficient to provide the answers that are 
sought and desired. Thus what is now required is to go back 
over some preliminary comments put forward in the 
Introduction concerning the history of Greek civilisation in the 
second millennium B.C., as it will soon become clear that 
knowledge of this background is of fundamental importance. 
We have already noted that our account could not proceed 
without taking twofold evidence into consideration, namely both 
archaeological and linguistic, in order to enquire into a past that 
could no longer be considered prehistoric, i.e. that of 
Mycenaean civilisation in the second half of the second 
millennium B.C. This has modified and greatly enriched the 
enquiry into the question of the relation between the 
Mycenaean world and the subsequent centuries, through the 
so-called Hellenic Middle Ages up to the time believed to be the 
one in which the formation of the Homeric poems took place. 


1.4.2 Mycenaean society 


As far as it has been possible to reconstruct the overall picture, 
Mycenaean society (which developed in the second half of the 
second millennium B.C., i.e. during the period from the 
sixteenth to eleventh centuries, cf. Introduction 1.1 and 1.2) 
reveals a fundamentally agrarian economy, based on agriculture 


and animal-rearing and centred around the lord’s palace, with 
all the persons and activities typically involved in this context. 
Beyond the confines of this restricted environment lay, basically, 
the fields and the peasants who worked on them. However, craft 
production also played an important role, both for the objects 
which in one way or another were linked to the needs of daily 
life and war, but also for luxury objects. In an obviously pre- 
monetary economy there is a relation between hoarding and 
exchange, and in this regard, the world of Homer shows no 
significant distinction from Mycenaean culture. The political and 
social structure, which was strongly centralised, had at its tip the 
wanax (the Homeric Gva&, anax), that is to say, the lord of the 
palace, who was flanked by a military commander known as 
lawagetas (in which one can recognise the Greek linguistic 
components of Aa6s, /aos, with the digamma Aapoc, /awos, and 
of nyeouat, hEgeomai - nyntwp, hégétor - nyntnes, hégétés i.e. 
“leader of the people,” but the term disappeared from later 
stages of Greek). 

There was also an aristocracy composed of landed gentry, 
who additionally fulfilled the function of military leaders; the 
attestation of a term that seems to correspond to the Greek 
yepouoia (gerousia) could suggest a sort of council of the elders. 
Naturally, there was also a priestly caste with rich shrines, which 
apparently were under the power of the lord of the palace. One 
of the greatest difficulties is that of defining the true relations 
between the different strata of society, and in particular the 
power of the wanax (who was buried in monumental tombs, 
such as those found at Mycenae) and the extent of his power of 
control over the various activities. One finds, additionally, the 
term qgasirewes (transliterated also as basilewes, corresponding 
to the Homeric Baoufes, basilées, which designates the heads 
of the army), but the true meaning of gasirewes is unclear. It is 
generally taken to stand for “heads, leaders,” but it seems to 
refer more specifically to a craft-working context (occasionally it 
is associated with the manufacturing of bronze objects). The 
productive base of the society was composed of peasants (but 
these also included animal rearers) and also a class of craft 


workers, the damos (i.e. Sfjpyoc, démos, “the people”); the 
existence of slaves is certain because the term corresponding to 
So00Aot (douloi, “slaves”) is attested. 

This brief description clearly gives only a vague idea of the 
Mycenaean world and says nothing about the differences 
among the different places and centres; above all, it leaves aside 
the innumerable difficulties that remain in interpretation of the 
data supplied by the tablets (cf. Introduction 1.1, 1.4 and 
following paragraph) and by the archaeological finds. However, 
we are certainly facing a structure of a “monarchic” type, which 
presents some elements of similarity with the Homeric 
monarchy, but without being genuinely identifiable with the 
latter. In effect, no clear solution can be formulated concerning 
the problem of the relations holding among the various lords of 
the different areas that centred on the various palaces 
(independence or interdependence, and to what extent?): no 
clear statement can be made other than a generic impression of 
some type of “political” unity that was coordinated in some 
manner or other. 

As we have seen, the Mycenaean civilisation began to 
decline towards the end of the thirteenth century, its complete 
fall came about roughly, depending on the place, during the 
period between the twelfth and the eleventh century The overall 
linguistic and archaeological documentation, which has 
expanded the history of Greek civilisation by a good half 
millennium, has also raised the intricate problem of the 
continuity between the Mycenaean world and the cultural 
revival in Greece after the Hellenic Middle Ages (the so-called 
“Dark Ages,” eleventh to ninth century). Although today the idea 
of a total breakdown or a hiatus is no longer accepted, this was 
undeniably a period of decline, thereby raising a basic 
underlying problem when one seeks to talk about some form of 
continuity, which, however, is difficult to deny even though at 
times it is hard to define with regard to the individual elements. 


1.4.3 The historical-linguistic problem and the historical- 
archaeological problem 


An inevitable consequence of the phenomena described above 
is that Homeric studies are very closely tied to both historical- 
linguistic and historical-archaeological considerations. Two 
groups of problems can be identified, and they are naturally 
related. One concerns the need to determine whether the 
linguistic documentation, i.e. the fact that Mycenaean is a form 
of Greek, the Greek language of the second millennium (cf. 
Introduction 1.1), authorises us to hypothesize a continuity that 
is also literary and which would help us to gain some impression 
of the extent of development of the earlier poetic tradition on 
whose shoulders Homer stood, and with him the epic bards of 
the first millennium (see below II 1.6). The other problem 
involves the attempt to define what constitutes the real 
historical background of the Homeric poems, and to provide an 
at least partially realistic date for the elements depicted in the 
poems - in a word, to clarify the relation between Homeric 
poetry and history. 

In both cases, at first scholars have frequently allowed 
themselves to be misled by the facile illusion that the Homeric 
poems and the overall body of Mycenaean finds - archaeological 
materials and written documents - would be easily comparable 
and would be of mutual aid in providing explanations, indeed, 
that they would cooperate in supplying the most ancient image 
of Greece. But the understandable initial enthusiasms has given 
way to more nuanced and far more cautious assessments, 
based on a wide variety of research linked in different ways to 
Mycenaean studies. It has even been suggested that at least as 
far as Homeric studies is concerned, the results have actually 
raised more problems than they have solved. On the other 
hand, this paradox has the virtue of highlighting the importance 
of the research undertaken, in the sense that the greatest value 
of investigation and of historical enquiry is precisely that of 
bringing novel problems to light. However, the actual nature of 
the Mycenaean written sources should not be overlooked: they 
consist mainly in palace accountancy records, in other words 
they are far removed from the content and characters of a 
poetic testimony such as that of Homer. This obvious 


consideration may lead to scepticism concerning the extent of 
the results that can genuinely be achieved: consequently, there 
may be a tendency to underscore the paucity of any real 
certainties. On the other hand, it must also be recognised that 
from a different point of view a number of new ground-breaking 
possibilities have emerged which, precisely because of the lack 
of homogeneity among the terms of comparison, cannot simply 
be rejected out of hand. 

a. The historical-linguistic problem. There is evidence showing 
that the Greek language is documented from a period many 
centuries prior to Homer and the beginnings of the linguistic 
history of Greece can be pushed back to the middle of the 
second millennium (cf. Introduction 1.4). This, in turn, leads quite 
naturally to the question as to whether a similar historical depth 
and primordial origin might not also hold true for literary use of 
the language, in other words for poetry, form and contents. 
Thus the question arises as to whether one can speak of some 
form of poetry, or conceivably a form existing specifically in the 
Mycenaean Era, with which Homeric poetry maintained a 
relation of concrete and formal continuity and from which it 
basically derived more or less directly. Just as in all societies 
there exist literary forms of one kind or another, so also there 
was undoubtedly some form of poetry in the Mycenaean Age: 
however we have no direct documentation of such a 
phenomenon, though we do have at least the fresco, found in 
the Pylos palace (the so-called “Palace of Nestor”) that dates 
back to the thirteenth century, which represents a bard playing 
a large five-string lyre during a performance in the presence of 
other persons (during a banquet?). By emphasising the 
language factor and highlighting a few lexical elements in 
support of the hypothesis of continuity, another two factors 
have acquired prominence: on the one hand the presence of 
elements of Mycenaean civilisation in Homer (we will discuss 
this in greater detail shortly) and, on the other, the profound 
antiquity of the Greek mythological element (and of aspects of 
religiosity), which is the intrinsically characteristic content of 
epic, i.e. of a verse narrative concerning mythological subjects. 


But objections have been raised to this proposal on the basis of 
the untranslatability of the formulas of Homeric diction into 
Mycenaean Greek, and this makes it unlikely that there could 
have been any continuity of the formular diction that would 
include the linguistic and metrical aspects (in short, the theory 
of the Mycenaean origin of the epic hexameter is unconfirmed). 
At the present stage of knowledge, there is insufficient evidence 
to support a hypothesis of genuine poetic-literary continuity 
corresponding to the strictly linguistic continuity: thus the origin 
of the Greek poetic forms (in the aspect which later continued 
throughout the Archaic and Classical Age and in which this 
poetry is known to us) would appear to date from after the fall 
of the Mycenaean civilisation, though this need not imply that all 
elements and types of cultural continuity are to be excluded. 

In this context, it may be of interest to note the presence, in 
various sites (Akrotiri, H. Irini on Ceos, Mycenae, Tell Kabri) and 
on various different supports (such as wall paintings and vases), 
of scenes which very probably bear some relation to a 
“narration” that includes battles at sea and on the mainland, as 
well as lines of armed characters. These are thus iconographic 
data that seem to testify to the existence, in a number of sites of 
the Aegean and the eastern Mediterranean which were 
frequented by the Mycenaeans in the late Bronze Age, of one or 
more narrations (in the sense of a story told in pictures) 
composed of these contents. In particular, the frescoes 
discovered in the so-called Western House of the settlement of 
Akrotiri, on the island of Santorini, clearly do not depict genre 
scenes (such as acrobatics performed on the back of a bull) but, 
rather, specific events of war, arranged in what would appear to 
be a temporal sequence (naturally, attempts have been made to 
go so far as to identify the places depicted, and some have even 
sought to interpret the paintings on the basis of passages from 
Homer). A series of illustrations also found on other supports 
(stoneware or metal vases with relief decoration, such as the 
silver rhyton found by Schliemann in one of the shaft tombs of 
Mycenae, basically datable to the same period as the wall 
paintings of Akrotiri) present marked analogies with the scenes 


of the Akrotiri frescoes. This prompts the suggestion that the 
story reproduced in the Western House was known in various 
locations in the Aegean. Taken as a whole, the iconographic 
evidence is sufficiently clear to justify the assertion that at least 
in the initial phases of the Late Bronze Age (the era of the 
famous gold masks of Mycenae), picture stories of real or 
imaginary episodes of warfare circulated in the Aegean. 
Unfortunately, we have no written documents associated with 
this iconographic evidence. 

Another aspect of the question is that of the writing system: 
documented for Mycenaean by “Linear B” (cf. Introduction 1.1 
and 1.4), it disappeared as a consequence of the recession that 
followed the overall downfall of Mycenaean civilisation (twelfth 
to eleventh century), and was reintroduced on Greek soil only 
between the ninth and the eighth century, with the adoption of 
a different alphabet, composed of the characters of the 
Phoenician alphabet adapted to the Greek language. But in any 
case, at least at the current stage of our documentation, it 
seems difficult to believe that writing was used for literary 
purposes in the Mycenaean world. Although efforts have indeed 
been made to justify this possibility by invoking parallels with 
the Hittite epic texts written on tablets in the second 
millennium, nothing of such a kind has ever been discovered in 
Mycenaean Greece. All that has been found is the use of writing 
for administrative purposes, accountancy records, lists of 
persons and objects. In any case, it should be kept in mind that 
this aspect touches on the Homeric problem only insofar as the 
final outcome is concerned and only insofar as it indicates that 
when the poems were arranged in their present-day form (see 
above The Archaic Age II 1.3.5) the technique of writing had 
already been reintroduced and could be utilised. But the earlier 
poetry, and with all probability the verse works dating from the 
Mycenaean Age as well, must have been composed and handed 
down orally; for us it remains in the realm of the unknowable. 
Thus the problem of continuity with the Mycenaean past is 
completely different and distinct from the question of the use of 
writing for archaic Greek epic. 


b. The historical-archaeological problem. If we seek to delve 
into the true historical background of the Homeric poems (as 
was mentioned earlier), the crucial question is that of the 
historical truth of the war of Troy, together with that of the 
material and social civilisation. On the basis of the most recent 
studies, it seems that doubt can no longer be cast on the 
assumption there was indeed a historical reality underlying the 
origin of the myth of Troy, and thus of the Homeric poems 
(above all the Iliad). That having been said, it is far more difficult 
to define what was the nature of that reality, what specific 
characteristics defined it and to what extent - as well as in what 
manner - it diverged from the representations in the poems. 
The ancients had addressed the problem of the relation 
between reality and imagination (free poetic creation) in poetry 
in general, and more specifically also in Homeric epic; however, 
they regarded the ten-year Trojan War as an event of the most 
distant historical period, and various different dates were 
suggested, ranging from 1344-1334 to 1160-1150, thus with a 
divergence of almost two centuries. The most widely accepted 
chronologies dated the war to around 1250, or 1208 or 1184 (the 
latter being one of the most frequently quoted dates). 

The historian Herodotus, who at the beginning of his work (I 
3-4) introduced the Trojan war as one among the most ancient 
events of Greek history, subsequently put forward extremely 
interesting considerations on the Trojan question (II 113-120). 
He believed that the real version of the events was not the story 
depicted in Homer, but rather the one concerning the Egyptian 
priests: in this account, Helen was detained in Egypt at the 
residence of King Proteus, and was not in Troy at the moment of 
the siege by the Greeks. And he adds (II 116.1): “It seems to me 
that Homer himself was also aware of this story (sci/. of Helen 
detained in Egypt); but, since it was not as suitable for an epic 
composition as the other, i.e. as the one he actually used, he 
discarded it, although he showed that he did have knowledge of 
this story as well.” Herodotus supports his argument by citing 
some Homeric passages in which reference is made to Paris and 
Helen in Egypt. Basically, therefore, Herodotus was convinced 


that Homer was familiar with the real story of Helen, but chose 
to tell a different version because it was more suitable for his 
poem. In other words, Herodotus recognises that the poet was 
free to exercise his choice in voluntarily introducing an untrue 
part into his story, for the sole purpose of his poetic license to 
choose the version - true or false - that was best suited to the 
poem. 

The attitude of the other great Greek historian, Thucydides, 
is not fundamentally different. He too believes in the historically 
factual nature of the Trojan War, and argues that the Greek 
contingents clustered around Agamemnon on account of his 
greater political-military force (and not because of the mythic 
motive of the oath of mutual assistance sworn by the powerful 
leaders of Greek to Helen’s father, Tyndareus, at the moment of 
the young maiden’s wedding): Thucydides argues, furthermore, 
that the lords of Mycenae gathered together and guided the 
expedition forces, but not so much on account of the esteem in 
which Agamemnon was held but because he instilled fear and 
dread in others. In Thucydides’ view, the fact that Mycenae was 
not a great city cannot be adduced as an argument to cast 
doubt on the grandeur of that expedition: all the cities of that 
era were small in comparison with the size of the urban centres 
of later times: therefore this was a false clue capable of giving 
an erroneous impression, and it should thus be disregarded. 
Accordingly, Thucydides continued, one should take the 
Homeric story at face value: it tells of events that genuinely 
happened, although it is evident that since it is presented in the 
context of poetry it inevitably tends to exaggerate the massive 
size and effects of the event. To this the historian added that if 
One examines the matter carefully, even the very numbers 
indicated by Homer reveal an expedition that can hardly be 
defined as grandiose according to the proportions of later times, 
especially as far as the availability of economic means and 
material resources are concerned (I 9-11). Thus even in the view 
of Thucydides, Homer enlarged and amplified, in other words 
deformed, a story which, however, was based on an underlying 
core of truth; or alternatively, inverting the perspective, he told a 


true story, but deformed it because poetry is allowed to take its 
own liberty and make use of poetic license when portraying a 
real historical basis. 

Aword should also be said about Eratosthenes, the great 
philologist-scientist of the Hellenistic Age, who believed that a 
poet should be concerned with delighting the spirit and not with 
acting as an instructor in some discipline or other (as this is the 
task of the technical experts and specialists of the given 
discipline). His arguments were those of a scientist who refused 
to take literally the geographic ideas and tales of the epic poet. 
Eratosthenes famously declared that “You will not find the scene 
of Odysseus’ wanderings until you find the cobbler who stitched 
the bag of winds.” This excoriating irony should discourage 
anyone from seeking a comprehensive and realistic 
identification of the places invoked in poetry: it might instead be 
more appropriate to recall that even the great philologist 
Aristarchus, who was active not long after Erastothenes, spoke 
of poetic license and creative freedom in reference to the mythic 
content of Homeric epic. Such a realisation should act as a 
warning against a common misconception, namely that the 
more the stories related by poets can be partly confirmed by 
historical and topographic fact, the greater are the poets 
themselves: a naive and misleading idea, but unfortunately 
rather widespread. 

We will consider it as an established fact that the site of 
present-day Hisarlik, in the coastal area of north-western 
Anatolia, can be established as that of “Homeric” Troy in the 
above described sense. To this it should be added that despite 
the lack of homogeneousness and the differences in assessment 
among scholars, basically there is no dearth of geographic 
correspondences - including quite significant similarities - 
between the main Homeric places and the major Mycenaean 
centres, although it can hardly be said that Homeric geography 
coincides precisely with that suggested by the results of the 
archaeological excavations. It should also be kept in mind that 
authoritative scepticism has underlined the weakness of a 
reconstruction based solely on Homer, given the lack of control 


documents and the obstinate silence of contemporary 
documents “from Troy and on Troy” (Moses Israel Finley). On 
the other hand, such an observation necessarily implies the 
further question of what the nature of such contemporary 
documents could have been, concretely, given that for the Greek 
world and the coastal Ionian area nothing similar to the Hittite 
documents (cf. above The Archaic Age II 1.4.1 and the prev. par.) 
has been preserved or has left a testimony of its existence. This 
notwithstanding, today we are in a position to assert that events 
linked to a conflict between the Hittites and the league of 
Assuwa (a confederation of Anatolian states that arose in 
opposition to the Hittite kingdom) - events attested by 
epigraphic Hittite documents - did take place precisely in north- 
western Anatolia. Therefore the region in question was the 
scene of clashes and warfare in the Late Bronze Age. The sword 
displaying characteristic Mycenaean typology dedicated to the 
God of Storm in the capital Hattusa by the Hittite king Tudhaliya 
(1430-1400 B.C.), after he defeated the League of Assuwa, and 
the mention, among the centres of the league, of toponyms 
such as Wilusa (identified with Ilium) and Tarusia (Troad?) would 
seem to suggest fairly clearly that starting from the fifteenth 
century, and extending up to the thirteenth century B.C. there 
were conflicts in the area of Troy between the Hittites and the 
local kingdoms, quite probably also involving Aegean elements, 
if the Ahijawa (Achaeans?) cited specifically in the Hittite 
documents can be identified with the Mycenaeans. 

On the basis of the historical and archaeological data in our 
possession, we can now assert with a good degree of conviction 
that one or more Trojan wars did take place, with fighting that 
occurred in the Late Bronze Age (we conjecture dates ranging 
from 1300 to 1000 roughly), but we have no clear perception of 
who waged the wars (a coalition of Mycenaeans?) against whom 
(Anatolian peoples? other Mycenaeans of the Ionian coast of 
Anatolia?), nor have we any idea of the extent and impact of 
these wars or what constituted their underlying cause (strategic- 
commercial control?). And in any case, what is the relationship 
between this war or these wars and the sequence of events 


related in archaic Greek epic? Was the Homeric war actually one 
of these wars, or was it something else, something completely 
different that drew its inspiration from the awareness and 
recollection of these episodes but was told mainly by bringing 
into play the creative imagination of poetry, and how long after 
the events would this have occurred? Can the “Trojan War” 
somehow be set in the framework of the population movements 
that swept across the regions of the eastern Mediterranean 
basin (including Egypt) during the thirteenth-twelfth centuries 
and modified the political and ethnic structure of the whole 
area, thus marking the end of the Bronze Age and the beginning 
of the Iron Age (cf. Introduction 1.2)? Could a clash have 
occurred on some occasion or other, conceivably a raid with 
plundering carried out by groups moving in a north to south 
direction towards Anatolia? And finally, in what sense can one 
speak of a “Homeric” Troy on the historical-archaeological plane 
(and not only on that of poetic representation)? Would that 
imply that we are identifying this as the city (or rather, the 
material layer) where the above mentioned war took place (in 
which case we would be identifying one such war), basing our 
assumptions on the Iliadic representation and thus using the 
poem as a source, with all the risks underlined earlier? Are there 
any chronological justifications that would also take into account 
ancient datings of the Trojan War and of the events that can be 
reconstructed on the basis of archaeological findings 
(characteristics of the place, manner of destruction)? Here the 
various current hypotheses have been delineated, but in actual 
fact we have offered no univocal answer to the questions that 
have been raised, and talking about a “Homeric” Troy is very 
much like fumbling in the dark. If “Homer” (as it would seem) 
enlarged and amplified the tale and its setting, i.e. he deformed 
a real story but chose to set it in a real and well-known place, 
what can the poet genuinely offer to the historian: a faded 
recollection, a well preserved memory, traditions treated with 
respect, or episodes related freely, possibly seen through the 
deforming (slightly or greatly deforming?) lens of our 
imagination? 


While the myth of the Trojan War may quite well have arisen 
on a historical base, with the Anatolian city genuinely being the 
scene of warfare in the Late Bronze Age, the unfolding of the 
war in the epic poems is the outcome of the creative 
imagination of poets. The Trojan War as depicted in the poems, 
which narrate the myth, is not the or a Trojan War forming a 
crucial part of history independently of the poems, even if such 
a war did genuinely take place, whatever its significance may 
have been. Without the Homeric poems, the excavations of 
Troy/Hisarlik would be merely one of the by no means few 
important archaeological sites of Anatolia. A saga disguises 
historical facts, although often it arises precisely because it is 
spurred by reminiscence of such facts: but epic poetry is not a 
genuine historical source unless it be through very strong 
mediations (and this does not mean that it is less important or 
has lower value). Hector and Achilles are characters from the 
myth, but this does not mean that the plain spread out before 
the city of Troy is the place where their duel actually took place: 
rather, it is the real location which, in Homer’s imagination, 
played host to the duel between the two, as transmitted by the 
ancient tradition, but the Iliadic account of the course of events 
is the product of his own imagination. It should constantly be 
borne in mind that the epic poems are not historical sources and 
should never be regarded as such. Even if one is thoroughly 
convinced that there exist historical and geographic foundations 
underlying the events and the setting depicted in the Iliad, this 
in no way helps to unravel the problem of the degree of 
complexity and the variegated pattern of relations that can 
characterise the interaction between a historical background 
from which there sprang a myth, and the poetic-formal filters 
that transformed the events of bygone times into the material of 
poetic song. There is, undeniably, a relation between Homeric 
Troy and Anatolian Troy, but what relationship was it, exactly? 
Our best option is still always to be alert to the problematic 
relationship between reality and imagination, which can never 
be riven asunder in such a clear-cut manner that whatever 
belongs to one aspect is totally separate from the other. Yet it is 


precisely this ambivalence that identifies an aspect of the 
immortal fascination of the Homeric problem, which remains 
unsolved, unfathomable, a testing-ground for investigation and 
research. 

The interpretation of the finds from the most recent 
excavations have, as we noted earlier, led some archaeologists 
to argue that the city enjoyed considerable commercial 
importance in the Late Bronze Age, thanks to the role it derived 
from its position, which enabled it to control the movement of 
ships sailing towards the Dardanelles. This undoubtedly made 
the city prosperous, and strategically important, to the point 
that it may have become the target of hostile actions such as 
plundering and pillage or even attacks designed to take 
possession and control of the place. In any case, what seems 
incontrovertible is that it was a city closely involved in the 
Anatolian political scene, holding political-diplomatic relations 
with the Hittite kingdom and possibly becoming the object of 
disputes among surrounding potentates. If this picture is 
credible, then the Homeric representation may become even 
more plausible or could even obtain confirmation in a certain 
perspective: namely, a number of “Trojan Wars” could have 
succeeded one another and the city would thus easily have 
acquired the fame of a contested place, subject to periodic 
attacks from external sources. After the destruction of the last 
phase of Troy VII, around 1000-950, all that was left of the town 
was basically just a mass of ruins: for many centuries the place 
called Ilium must have been little more than a sort of shrine, 
with the crumbling remains of an ancient city. So what did the 
Ionian bards of the ninth and eighth century see in that place? It 
is quite likely that all they saw were ruins - albeit imposing - 
which spoke of the glorious and flourishing past of a famed 
ancient city that was the once the abode of myth. Here epic 
poetry would have found fertile ground for its representations, 
and this would provide a good explanation for the descriptive 
correspondences between Homeric epic and the real places, the 
city and its surroundings, the coast. 

However, once again, opinions are not univocal concerning 


the former status of the city and - as was to be expected and as 
is only natural (see above) - strong doubts have been cast both 
on the presumed former importance of the city and also on the 
plausibility of a veritable war motivated by commercial reasons 
in the Late Bronze Age. Uncertainty has also been expressed as 
to whether it would have been genuinely feasible for the 
Mycenaean kingdoms to organise a veritable expedition, 
especially in a late and declining phase of the Mycenaean Era. It 
has thus been argued that the results of the excavations have 
been overestimated, especially as regards the “great city” of 
Troy and its commercial and strategic importance: accordingly, 
those who share such doubts contend that some of the place 
identifications are actually based more on misleading fantasy 
than on fact and are not provable. Taken together, once again 
the overall body of the new reconstructions is held by some of 
the above scholars to be insufficiently supported by adequate 
evidence and therefore unreliable. The problem remains intact, 
with all its everlasting uncertainties. 

c. The material aspects. There can be no doubt that the 
society portrayed in the Iliad and the Odyssey definitely includes 
a Mycenaean nucleus: elements pointing in this direction have 
already emerged, others can be added as research moves 
forwards. One famous case is that of the leather helmet 
decorated with wild boar fangs (Iliad X 260 ff.), a real Mycenaean 
object, which is mentioned in what all the scholars believe to 
have been the Iliadic book with the most recent origin. The 
sphere of weaponry offers other good examples: the great 
shield that covers the whole body (“like a tower,” typical of the 
hero Ajax: cf. Iliad VII 219; XI 485; XVII 128) dates from the most 
ancient Mycenaean Period, after which it disappeared, while a 
well-known object from the end of the Mycenaean Period was 
the small round shield, which remained in use. In Homer the 
bow, widespread in the Mycenaean Age, is present but it 
appears only exceptionally. Emblematic, also, is the battle 
chariot, typical of the Mycenaean fighter. Homer did have 
knowledge of it, but he was unable to describe its specific use on 
the battlefield and his heroes use it only as a means of 


transport, after which they fight on foot (though on one 
occasion Nestor, Iliad IV 404 ff., ascribes to the “ancients” 
practices of fights carried out from the chariot itself). On the 
other hand, it is also worth noting the appearance (at least in 
Iliad XVI 210 ff., but probably also in XIII 339 ff.) of a battle 
technique with serried ranks, similar to the hoplite line-up, 
which certainly arose in the post-Mycenaean Age. 

The metal most often cited as the raw material is bronze, 
which was normally used for weapons and utensils in the 
Mycenaean Age. Iron rarely makes an appearance, even though 
many of the weapons are quite typical of the Iron Age (i.e. the 
first millennium) and were constructed when bronze was no 
longer a frequently used medium. As far as we can tell, the 
palaces of Homeric heroes correspond to the Mycenaean model, 
but only in their layout, while numerous elements described as 
belonging to the home are of a later date: however, there are 
some who even deny that it is in any way possible to derive from 
Homer a convincing sketch or plan of a Mycenaean palace, 
arguing that palace as portrayed by Homer more properly 
belongs to the post-Mycenaean Period. In this context, it is 
difficult to make a rational appraisal of the correspondences 
that have been noted between some of Telemachus’ 
movements in his visit to Nestor in Book III of the Odyssey and 
the topography of the Mycenaean palace discovered at Pylos. 

It has been suggested that the famous “Cup of Nestor” 
described in the Iliad (XI 632 ff.) was an authentic Mycenaean 
object, although some doubts in this regard have also been 
raised. In contrast, a blatant case is that of funerary practices: to 
bury the dead, the Mycenaeans used inhumation (the great 
monumental tombs found at Mycenae come to mind), whereas 
in Homer the practice constantly used for the corpses of heroes 
was that of cremation, which then became typical of the Hellenic 
Middle Ages and grew widespread starting from the eleventh 
century. 

It is indisputable that within the antiquarian context, i.e. as 
far as the various aspects of material life are concerned, the 
objects, uses and customs in the world represented by the 


Homeric poems include a non-negligible Mycenaean 
component, though it is often deformed and above all 
intermingled with material dating from a later period, in an 
inextricable and fictitious assortment. On the other hand, none 
other than one of the most sceptical scholars has rightly written 
that in actual fact “what would truly call for serious discussion 
would be the total lack of any Mycenaean ‘continuity’ in the Iliad 
and the Odyssey, if indeed this were the case, which of course it 
is not” (Finley). 

d. The historical-social and cultural aspects. Interpretation of 
the society described in the poems suffers from uncertainties 
concerning the various aspects examined so far, in particular 
the question as to whether what we find is a representation 
based on a solid Mycenaean substance (reminiscence of the 
society of the second millennium) or one that predominantly 
reflects the centuries of the Hellenic Middle Ages (the Iron Age, 
already in the first millennium), with vague and faded 
Mycenaean reminiscences, but also with certain aspects that can 
be linked to life in the polis during the high Archaic Age. 
Moreover, just as in Homer there is a lack of language features 
traceable to the Doric dialect group (we will examine this further 
on), so also there is a lack of any trace of the events that led to 
the end of the Mycenaean civilisation (like the presumed Doric 
invasion and population movements of that era, crises and 
destructions due to multifarious reasons). One can recognise, in 
the world of the Odyssey certain more recent features than in 
the Iliad, but the objective realism of the epic style has the effect 
of projecting the events backwards to an earlier period, to a 
heroic past, and one may wonder to what extent this 
characteristic, very aptly described as the “deliberate archaism” 
of epic, genuinely corresponds to a (distant) Mycenaean Period 
or, alternatively, to more recent eras, right up to the era that 
was contemporaneous with the fixing of the poems. The 
identification and dating of the individual elements (uses and 
customs, objects and individual aspects of the material 
civilisation) is a fertile research field of very great interest. 

For instance, the political structure represented in the 


poems seems to reflect certain aspects of the Mycenaean 
monarchy which, however, appear to coexist with later elements 
of a regime in which the aristocracy has acquired a more 
significant role in its interaction with the lord. We thus have the 
impression of witnessing a phase of the history of the 
aristocracy showing a transition from a set-up based ona 
monarchic apex to one with a more expanded ruling group of an 
oligarchic type. The powers of King Agamemnon, the 
commander of the army, would not seem to have any formal 
sanction and appear to be conditioned by the assembly and the 
other leaders. Achilles, for example, is certainly not concerned 
about the problem of paying obedience to him: on the contrary, 
he clearly challenges Agamemnon’s authority. Odysseus, the 
king of Ithaca, has to fight hard against the noblemen of the 
island who are trying to take his place on account of his 
prolonged absence, which implies that his monarchy is not 
hereditary but based on strength and precariously balanced. 
Thus what we have here is a series of conflicts of authority 
within the higher echelons of the population, which are 
composed of the overall group of the “nobles” (landed 
aristocracy and owners of associated goods), who also include 
among their number the figure of a sovereign, although the 
latter sometimes appears more as a primus inter pares within a 
shadowy and poorly defined council of the leaders. Such is the 
situation that can be observed both in the society at war as 
described by the Iliad, and also in a society during peacetime as 
described in the Odyssey. The same can also be seen in the 
representation of the society of the gods, with the sovereign 
Zeus surrounded by the other major divinities of the Hellenic 
pantheon and involved with them in conflicts displaying a highly 
human character. Agamemnon is one of the basilées (the name 
that designates the commanders of the various contingents of 
populations that make up the Achaean army): his only 
distinction that in some sense makes him into the “supreme 
head” is the fact of being the “coordinator” of the expedition 
and of the army. The other basilées are not bound to him by any 
codified military hierarchy, but by a relation of mutual assistance 


and help in respect of the offence perpetrated against the 
honour of Menelaus. Thus the horizon of the Homeric man is 
still very distant from that of the state, in the sense of the city- 
state, i.e. of the classical polis: rather, it is far more comparable 
to that of a small community, within which the only parameters 
that identify such a man and assign him a role are the class to 
which he belongs, the family with its genealogical implications 
(a very important factor), his relations with others and the 
esteem he enjoys. 

The aristocratic class has a military aspect (predominant in 
the Iliad, when it is organised into an army) and one of owners 
of material goods, whose wealth is composed of land, livestock, 
slaves, metal tools and weapons; these derive in part from the 
family’s own patrimony and in part are the result of war booty 
(clearly visible in the Odyssey). The lowest class is composed 
both of persons who can live independently and also of 
completely dependent persons, farm labourers, animal raisers 
and sometimes also small landowners. Alongside these one also 
finds a class of craft workers, who included metal workers, 
woodwork craftsmen, physicians, soothsayers and also bards, 
whose songs entertained banqueters in the lords’ palaces. The 
mercantile element first appears in the more recent Odyssey, a 
feature that accords with the description of the house of the 
lord, which shows a more advanced socioeconomic structure, 
possibly because it is represented in peacetime conditions and 
therefore its presence is more strongly felt. In the Iliad, the great 
tableau of a society in peace depicted on Achilles’ shield (XVIII 
478 ff.) has been seen as a picture of a more recent set-up. 

As a general ethnic denomination to indicate the Greeks in 
overall terms, Homer uses indifferently Aavaoi, Apyetot or 
Axatoi (namely Danaans, Argives or Achaeans): among these 
names, Achaeans is more widespread, while Danaans is the least 
frequent. The name Hellas designates a small region of Thessaly, 
which forms part of Achilles’ kingdom and whose inhabitants 
are known as Hellenes. The Achaean army that lays siege to Troy 
is clearly the result of a coalition of contingents supplied by a 
variety of populations bound together by alliances, and faithful 


to the coordinator Agamemnon through pacts and oaths (this 
set-up can be traced back to the myth of the oath of mutual 
assistance sworn by the powerful figures of Greece to Helen's 
father, Tyndareus, at the moment of the young maiden’s 
wedding). In a similar fashion, the Trojans can count on a group 
of allies, who supply troops for the defence of the city. 

A snapshot of the situation is given by the famous Catalogue 
of the Armies of the second part of Book II of the Iliad, which lists 
first of all the Greek contingents and then (more briefly) those 
belonging to the Trojans (484-877). It has been argued that the 
Catalogue may derive from an authentic Mycenaean document 
or at least in some way reflect the Mycenaean world with its 
political-geographic configuration divided into kingdoms of 
various different sizes, though not large. In actual fact, even in 
this case today’s positions are more nuanced: the elements of 
the Catalogue are not fully confirmed by the archaeological data 
or at least do not support the hypothesis in the manner that one 
would expect for a document dating to the era in question. 
Furthermore, the form of the Catalogue appears to be perfectly 
explainable as an expressive form of the oral epic tradition. In 
contrast, others have gone so far as to put forward the view that 
the situation described in the Catalogue is that of high archaic 
Greece (seventh century) and of the aristocratic-hoplite society, 
which means that it would be quite likely also to contain some of 
the more recent elements of Homeric epic. In effect, in the case 
of the Catalogue as also elsewhere, the Mycenaean element is 
only scantily present, as if it represented the vestiges of an 
ancient memory, but certainly not the faithful depiction of a 
situation at the time of writing. 

Special mention should be made of the religious and 
mythological aspect, which is usually a stronghold of 
conservative attitudes. Homeric religion, in overall terms but 
also with regard to quite a few specific elements, seems to be 
rooted in the Mycenaean Age, although this is perhaps the 
aspect that elicits the greatest range of enigmatic issues. The 
Mycenaean origin of the Greek mythological apparatus and the 
uninterrupted continuity of the religious tradition have been 


authoritatively investigated and supported, to the point that the 
relation between myth and its epic narration has been regarded 
as so tight-meshed and organic as to allow identification of the 
antiquity of mythology with the antiquity of epic poetry itself. 
Yet it hardly seems plausible to posit such a close-fitting and 
organic relationship between the myth and its epic narration as 
to link the two things in one single and inseparable 
development: mythic cycles can have a life beyond the confines 
of heroic poetry, in other literary genres and in other 
environments, in other artistic forms. However, perhaps the 
strength of conservation inherent in the religious-mythological 
setting is a partial explanation of why narrative themes that had 
been transmitted continuously over a fairly prolonged period of 
time and dating back to several centuries earlier were not only 
preserved but also re-utilised in epic poetry. 


1.4.4 Conclusion: distant reminiscences and the world of poetry 


Homeric epic has distant reminiscences of Mycenaean Greece, it 
tells of a past that it transfigures into a heroic setting, where 
historical reality and invention are not fully distinguishable; nor, 
even less, do they stand in opposition to each other, as their 
outlines are indistinct. In a more direct manner, it is a past that 
descends from post-Mycenaean Greece, the Greece of the “Dark 
Ages” of the Hellenic Middle Ages, which extends without any 
abrupt breakdown of civilisation right up to the world of archaic 
and classical Greece. The oral tradition that stands behind 
Homer is long-drawn-out, but one cannot postulate a continuity 
of poetic forms from the fifteenth to the eighth century B.C. 
However, since it is certainly unreasonable to imagine a 
complete rupture, a tabula rasa of historical memory, it would 
seem to be more reasonable to adopt a moderate position 
between these two extremes, though such a position is perhaps 
the most difficult to express. 

The conservation of elements of material life, archaeological 
reminiscences, language holdovers and perhaps also expressive 


surviving words later readapted to a different use, and also 
quite probably thematic memories: all these factors, as they 
emerged from the centuries of the Hellenic Middle Ages, must 
have left in Homer a Mycenaean heritage which was, as it were, 
streaky and chequered, present but not in any coherent 
manner. At the same time, however, the world represented in 
Homer is a poetic and artificial universe, for which there exists 
no overall historical correspondence and which never existed in 
that precise form, a world that the poet idealised and 
transfigured into a past with dilated dimensions. If the 
topography of Troy that can be reconstructed from the Iliad 
does not correspond to the territory of present-day Hisarlik, this 
should not be a cause for amazement or become a highly 
significant issue: any frenzied search for the exact itinerary of 
Odysseus’ journeys once again justifies the flippant comment by 
the Alexandrian philologist Eratosthenes whom we cited earlier 
(cf. The Archaic Age II 1.4.3). The overall complex formed by the 
cultural image is artificial, as is the language: the mixture of 
elements that build up the background setting presents an 
effective analogy with the mixed nature of the mode of linguistic 
expression, as we will see later (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.7.1). Both 
aspects form part of the “traditional” character of poetry, in the 
sense of the outcome of a prolonged tradition differentiated 
over time, whereby different elements that emerged through 
different processes coexist and are merged into the final result. 
Accordingly this poetic tradition, together with the means of 
expression that is one of its characteristic features, should be 
seen as a living organism that undergoes transformations and 
proceeds by assimilating various different elements from each 
stage of its developmental path, merging them into a composite 
and incoherent amalgam. It has been compared to a great river 
which, by the time it reaches the estuary, is transporting not 
only its own body of water but also the natural run-off products 
of the various regions through which it has flowed, with the 
result that its waters have become home to elements which in 
nature do not live together and belong to different places. 
Great expectations, with greater or lesser illusions, have 


been aroused by Mycenaean Studies, with the hope that they 
would allow a glimpse of what stands behind Homer's 
shoulders, illuminating the stages of civilisation that formed the 
background to the rise and development of epic poetry and 
ultimately produced the Homeric poems - in short, allowing in- 
depth understanding of the cultural background in order to be 
able to interpret its contents. Results have indeed been achieved 
and we do have quite extensive material available today, some 
would say a considerable body of facts, others bewail its 
paltriness. But certainly a number of problems have been 
highlighted, stimulating studies and reflections, and a 
considerable range of questions are being addressed. Taking 
into account, in the right measure, that the information we are 
dealing with here is predominantly mediated through poetry, 
quite a range of knowledge can be utilised in the literary 
analysis and study of the origin of the poems. Unfortunately, 
however, Mycenaean studies in themselves have been and are 
completely silent in the field of the history of literary forms and 
they have therefore told us very little concerning the age-old 
question of how the Homeric poems came to take on their 
current form. For many aspects concerning the background of 
literary forms, the oral theory (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.8) forms a 
counterbalance to this apparent gap in Mycenaean studies, 
offering another way, from a different perspective, to try to 
characterise the pre-Homeric. 


1.5 The gods, the heroes, the world of the divine and the 
ethical background of Homer 


1.5.1 The role of the world of the divine 


One of the most striking features of Homeric epic is the 
substantial presence of the divine apparatus, composed of a 
great array of characters forming part of a complex system of 
polytheism and the frequent divine scenes that take place on 
Olympus or on earth. The Iliad opens with a pestilence sent by 


Apollo, after which the development of the poem is governed by 
the plan Zeus has excogitated upon the request of Thetis. The 
interventions of the various divinities are continuous, 
culminating in the great battle of the gods in Book XX. The 
Odyssey begins with an assembly of the gods, in which, after the 
intervention of Athena, the decision is taken that Odysseus 
should return home, despite the hostility of Poseidon. But the 
latter triggers a new shipwreck that engulfs the hero, who is 
thus obliged to engage in further peregrinations and 
adventures, in which he is constantly assisted and helped by 
Athena. 

In Homeric epic we see a twofold significance of the divine 
element: on the one hand the historical-religious and 
anthropological aspect, on the other the poetic and literary 
configuration, as the representation of an otherworldly realm 
that watches and intervenes in the unfolding events of human 
life; we thus witness the presence of the gods in earthly actions 
and are shown Olympic scenes among the divinities. The two 
aspects cannot be regarded as in contradiction with each other 
nor can they be considered as alternatives: there can be no 
doubt, even allowing for the fairly strong mediation of poetic 
representation, that the mythological and divine apparatus 
corresponded to a genuine religion (as demonstrated by the 
very fact of the frequent presence of the divine factor in the 
poems, including in the forms belonging to the sphere of magic 
and fable). This notwithstanding, one cannot disregard the 
incidence of poetic licence in the creation of facts, characters 
and narrative structures, the most significant outcome of which 
is the accentuated anthropomorphism which is a feature of the 
Homeric image of the gods. 

As is the case with regard to other aspects mentioned 
earlier, everything associated with the conception of the divine 
and the role of the Homeric gods is the object of considerable 
controversy as far as its interpretation is concerned. In effect, 
the overall picture that can be built up on the basis of the poems 
is not fully coherent; yet it cannot be disputed that this type of 
representation constituted an important and probably decisive 


step in the Greek manner of construing and depicting the gods, 
and therefore was also a crucial feature of religiosity. 


1.5.2 The Homeric representation of the divine 


The portrayal that unfolds in the poems is fundamentally the 
Olympian religion, while aspects of mystery religion are more or 
less absent and divinities such as Demeter and Dionysus remain 
on the sidelines. The figures we see engaged in action include 
almost all the major gods of the Hellenic pantheon that would 
later be at the forefront of events in Greek religion. The most 
important gods are flanked by a host of minor divinities and by a 
good number of monstrous and imaginary creatures, such as 
those that populate the adventures of Odysseus’ return. 

The historian Herodotus (II 53) writes that the Greeks 
learned from Homer and Hesiod how to acquire knowledge of 
their divinities, because these poets created the genealogies of 
the gods and gave them names and special appellatives, 
dividing their prerogatives and describing their aspect. A 
polemical judgement was expressed by the poet/philosopher 
Xenophanes (frr. 21B 10 and 21B 11 Diels-Kranz), who 
maintained that not only had everyone acquired their 
knowledge on the basis of Homer, but that Homer and Hesiod 
attributed to the gods all the human flaws that deserved shame 
and condemnation. Such words strongly stigmatised the 
excessively human aspects of the Homeric divinities, i.e. the 
marked anthropomorphism of the representation of the divine. 
Perhaps these assertions attribute an excessive responsibility to 
the two most ancient poets of Greek literature as regards their 
contribution to forming the Greek mythic-religious framework, 
but it can certainly hardly be disputed that epic codification 
played a major role; this was particularly significant in a culture 
where religion possessed no sacred texts and tended, instead, 
to grant the role of theologians to poets, believed to be the 
medium through which religious beliefs were transmitted and 
held to be masters of education. 


Thus the Homeric gods are characterised, first and foremost, 
by an accentuated and sometimes extreme anthropomorphism: 
such marked humanisation aroused polemical comments, of the 
type uttered by Xenophanes, as mentioned above, by those who 
were concerned about the didactic value to be attributed to the 
most venerated texts of Greek civilisation. Perhaps one of the 
most disconcerting aspects of this phenomenon is the presence, 
within Homeric epic, even of a vein of comic, which on occasion 
also involves the representation of the gods. One celebrated 
case occurs during the banqueting scene at the end of Book I of 
the Iliad, where a quarrelsome squabble breaks out between 
Zeus and Hera, but the tense atmosphere gives way again to 
light-hearted smiles and serenity through the ridiculous limping 
of Hephaestus, who acted as a cup-bearer. Another episode 
occurs in the story of the adulterous flirtation between Ares and 
Aphrodite (sung by the bard Demodocus in Book VIII of the 
Odyssey), where the trap of the chains prepared by Hephaestus 
for the lovers, who are left stuck in their bed of delights, leads to 
unending laughter and a few salacious comments by the other 
gods summoned to come and have a look at the scene. 

There is most certainly no suggestion here of any lack of 
respect for religion, nor, even less, of any sacrilegious intent. 
Rather, this is a feature that is a genuine aspect of the 
anthropomorphic representation, which does not exclude 
frivolousness, immorality or impropriety. Starting out from 
different cultural and religious premises, often the ancient 
interpreters of Homer engaged in an allegorical explanation of 
the text, that is to say an exegetic method according to which 
the literal meaning is only an external form, while the genuine 
meaning is something else, hidden under the disguise of the 
facade. Thus “good” content could always be read as the “real” 
sense of the poet’s words - undoubtedly with an advantage in 
terms of religion, philosophy and morals. 

Divine society is delineated on the model of human society. 
The supreme head is Zeus, the lord of gods and of men, who 
conquered power after prolonged and terrible struggles; but 
sometimes he still encounters difficulty in imposing his will, and 


he may fall victim to trickery (as in Book XIV of the Iliad), 
although this does not fundamentally challenge or endanger 
the divine power. Zeus is the son of Cronus, who dominated the 
universe before him, and of Rhea; he is the god of the sky, while 
his brother Poseidon has been granted supremacy over the sea, 
and his other brother Hades over the nether regions (Iliad XV 
187 ff.). This effectively represents a division of powers by 
spheres of influence, although Zeus does in any case maintain a 
dominant position. The other divinities form a sort of council 
(sometimes seen in the special situation of the banquet, which is 
so frequent in human society): in such a situation the council 
members convene to discuss and establish the necessary course 
of action or simply to observe and make comments on the 
events occurring in the world of men. The gods can thus be 
represented as interacting with one another, in their Olympian 
world, or when they descend from Olympus and come down to 
earth, where they operate in contact with mortals. Their dignity 
and majestic power is sometimes severely challenged, not only 
in comical situations such as those mentioned above but also in 
circumstances such as the wounding of Aphrodite and Ares by 
Diomedes, a mortal warrior, in Book V of the Iliad. 


1.5.3 Interaction between men and the gods 


The contiguity between the divine and the human, between 
gods and heroes, is typical of Homeric narration, dominated as it 
is by a twofold perspective in which the representation of the 
human world is paralleled and counterbalanced by that of the 
divine world. Interaction between men and the gods is essential 
in the worldview offered by the poems: the joint presence of 
both planes is constant, divine beings are in action ubiquitously, 
they interfere and operate in the sphere of worldly affairs, which 
they observe as an unfolding spectacle seen from above, from 
the heights of their abode on Olympus, establishing a 
relationship of favour or aversion, hostility or assistance in their 
relations with mortals. 


The characteristics that distinguish the gods from humans- 
heroes are immortality and supernatural powers: such forces go 
side by side with their venerable and at times fearsome majesty, 
which instills fear and respect, and with their ability to change 
the course of events and influence outcomes. Favourable gods 
exert their influence in such a way that a warrior does not 
receive a mortal wound: for instance, a god may deflect an 
enemy’s blow and thus influence the events, in some cases 
determining the destiny of an individual (such is the case of 
Paris in Book III of the Iliad, who is saved by Aphrodite after 
being defeated, when he is about to be killed by Menelaus). 
However, the conception of a destiny determined and imposed 
by the gods coexists with the idea of a Fate that stands ona 
higher plane even than Zeus and is capable of affecting Zeus 
himself. Clearly it is not the case that the Homeric gods, 
including Zeus, have always existed since the beginning of the 
world (on the contrary, all of them were born at some precise 
moment and in some specified manner); moreover, they are not 
even omnipotent (the power of each god is limited, at the very 
least by that of the other gods) nor are they omniscient (for 
example, Hera can deceive Zeus in Book XIV of the Iliad). 

And yet there is an insuperable chasm that divides these 
immortal beings, blessedly joyful and endowed with 
supernatural powers, from mortal men, who are limited and 
suffering, “heroic” in the face of war and death, or enduring the 
torment and miseries of endless wandering. In the words of 
Achilles, in Book XXIV of the Iliad (525 ff.): “(That is) how the 
gods have woven the threads for wretched mortals, / to live with 
grief, while they themselves are without sorrow.” Homeric 
religion seems to spring from this disparity between gods and 
men, yet it also shows a tendency to bridge the gap by 
accentuating an anthropomorphic vision of divinity, with gods 
that are frequently subject to the very same passions and the 
very same defects as humankind. We thus see a representation 
of the divinities that portrays a very close affinity between gods 
and mortal men in the affairs of daily life. 

The gods come into view whenever the events cannot be 


sufficiently explained in human terms and with the action of 
men. A characteristic feature of the man-god relationship in 
Homer is that actions belonging to the intellectual and moral 
sphere, as also events attributable to human impulses or to 
mere chance, are depicted as the result of direct and concrete 
intervention by the gods, who, with their supernatural powers, 
bring about a decisive change in the course of events, create a 
given situation, influence a mode of behaviour or a choice. For 
instance, Athena prevents the furious Achilles from unsheathing 
his sword to strike Agamemnon (Iliad I 193 ff.), and the poetic 
representation thereby provides a divine aura for the hero’s 
successful domination of his passion. And it is once again 
Athena who prompts Pandarus to perform the action of 
shooting the treacherous arrow that wounds Menelaus, thereby 
violating the truce (Iliad IV 86 ff.). At the beginning of Book II of 
the Iliad, the Dream, a messenger from Zeus, brings about 
Agamemnon’s decision to launch an attack on the city, while in 
Book I of the Odyssey it is again Athena who is responsible for 
Telemachus’ decision to set off in search of news of his father. 
A change in a character’s psychological condition and state 
of mind is usually described and explained as a divine 
intervention which “infuses” something into a character, or “fills 
a heart” with a given feeling, as for instance when it is said that 
through the action of a divinity a warrior is infused with fighting 
strength and courage and is enabled to distinguish himself in 
battle. In short, the psychological process that leads a character 
to make a decision or assume a certain type of attitude is not 
internalised in its complexity: rather, it tends to be described 
and explained as the result of an external intervention of a 
superior being. However, this rather elementary psychology 
does not imply the total absence of any characterisation of the 
persons involved. Although character description is indeed 
based on material portrayal of modes of behaviour and on the 
attribution of descriptive epithets rather than on interior 
analysis and representation of psychological features, the 
figures of Homeric epic do nevertheless have their own precise 
physiognomy. For instance, we see the hero Achilles angry at 


the offence, suffering from the killing of his friend Patroclus and 
furiously planning revenge; or Hector, staunchly defending the 
besieged city, especially when acting face to face with his 
companions or his kith and kin; similarly, we observe the clever 
and shrewd Odysseus, old Nestor with his endless memories 
and wise comments, the overly youthful and still passive 
Telemachus, who is transformed by the course of events into a 
fighter and a worthy companion of his father. Nor should we 
neglect the women of the Odyssey: Odysseus’ patient and 
faithful wife Penelope, the nymph Calypso who has fallen in love 
with him, the tender young maiden Nausicaa or the sorceress 
Circe, who is transformed from a wicked adversary into an active 
helper who comes to the aid of Odysseus. 

The fact that the human motives driving men into action are 
often accompanied by the will of a divinity means that a given 
action is, at one and the same time, a choice made by a man and 
the realisation of a divine will. This aspect leads us to the ethical 
problem of responsibility. The case of Achilles in Book I of the 
Iliad, cited earlier, is one of the most evident examples: is it 
Achilles himself who holds back from committing a crime or is it 
a god who restrains him? Other emblematic cases are Iliad XVI 
684 ff., where it is said that Patroclus commits a fatal mistake by 
continuing to fight, but in this manner the will of Zeus is carried 
out; and Iliad XIX 78 ff., when Agamemnon, upon making his 
peace with Achilles, says that he himself was not at fault but that 
the blame lay with “Zeus and Fate and the Fury who walks in 
darkness, / who drove a cruel madness into my mind at the 
assembly (87-88)”, given that “Zeus eldest daughter Delusion” 
is “an accursed thing that deludes and drives astray the minds 
of all (91-92).” 

This twofold nature of motivations, with the joint presence 
of humans and gods, clearly limits the weight of the 
responsibility that falls on mankind in the wake of human action, 
although one certainly cannot claim that the idea of freedom 
and individual responsibility in decision-making is totally lacking. 
Sometimes human responsibility is more clearly accentuated: 
thus in Odyssey I 37 ff., Zeus himself asserts the existence of a 


responsibility of men both in decisions and culpabilities, 
complaining that men are always accusing the gods of bringing 
about the disasters that befall mankind. Moreover, Zeus’s 
statement echoes the proem of the poem, where it is stated that 
Odysseus’ companions brought about their own ruin with their 
insane wickedness. But the overall picture is not coherent and in 
the Homeric epic one clearly notes a fluctuation between human 
responsibility and divine will. This concept has been aptly 
summarised by referring to divine and human motives 
underlying human action and decisions. 


1.5.4 The world of heroes-men 


On the ethical and social plane, the greatest risk, for heroes, was 
that of losing their public esteem, as the regard in which they 
were held was essential for recognition of their value and their 
honour. Certain features have been identified in Homeric society 
that anthropologists call “the culture of shame”: “Homeric 
man’s highest good is not the enjoyment of a quiet conscience, 
but the enjoyment of timé, public esteem (...) And the strongest 
moral force which Homeric man knows is not the fear of god, 
but respect for public opinion, aidds” (E.R. Dodds). The hero 
must never lose his reputation among the community of which 
he forms part. Anything that exposes him to scorn and ridicule, 
or which deprives him of the esteem of others in his community 
or undermines his authoritativeness, has a severely damaging 
effect on his personality and his status as a leader: the position 
he holds has been achieved by force, it must be maintained in 
no less forceful a manner and it is ratified through recognition 
by the group. This is an aristocratic ethic: the hero is the 
recognised leader of a small community at the centre of which 
there stands the palace, the guiding body of a contingent of 
soldiers formed out of his own people; but his sovereignty has 
received no institutional endorsement and he must therefore 
legitimate it continuously with his value as a warrior and his 
strength as a fighter, with the respect he commands and the 


consensus he obtains, with the glory of his undertakings, with 
the sizeable extent of his assets. 

A similar lack of a univocal or coherent picture is found with 
regard to justice. Naturally, there are no written laws, but 
interpersonal relations are governed by a set of rules (OEpLOTEG, 
themistes) traditionally endorsed by the community: respect for 
these rules is felt to be a duty and it is guaranteed by the gods. 
However, the ethic of honour and reputation implies that 
personal revenge plays a major role in compensation for an 
injustice suffered by the hero and in punishing whoever is to 
blame. Thus in this sphere too (which is evidently linked to that 
of morals and to the idea of responsibility) we find an unsolved 
oscillation between justice as an individual retaliation and the 
reference to a higher being. Such a situation can clearly be 
perceived on the occasions when a character addresses a prayer 
to the gods: consider, for instance, the case of the priest Chryses 
in Book I of the Iliad, who, offended by Agamemnon, prays to 
Apollo and asks the god to punish the Greeks; the priest’s 
request is granted in the form of a pestilence sent against the 
Greeks and he is finally compensated with the restitution of his 
daughter. 

The same kind of ethic also appears to be the predominant 
governing element in the world of the gods, whose reciprocal 
relations are effectively based on relative strength. Zeus is the 
supreme god because he is the strongest and the most 
powerful: his pre-eminence is generally acknowledged, but 
there are times when he still has to impose his will when faced 
with disobedience and resentments. However, in a passage from 
the Iliad (XVI 385 ff.) we encounter the idea of a Zeus who 
punishes overbearing men on the basis of a criterion of justice 
(“He [Zeus] is full of rancour towards men and is furious with 
them, / because they give violent, crooked judgements in their 
assembly, / and drive out justice”), and an idea of this kind is 
found, for example, in Odyssey XXIV 351 ff.: “Father Zeus, you 
gods surely still exist on high Olympus, / if indeed the suitors 
have now paid for their wild arrogance.” This probably reflects 
an evolution of the underlying thought, which would 


subsequently develop into a Zeus who can be the genuine 
guarantor of justice in the world (as we will see in Hesiod, cf. The 
Archaic Age II 3). 


1.6 Homeric poetics 


Poets’ reflections on aesthetics preceded those of philosophers 
and of literary theorists; furthermore, the first reflections on the 
art of poetry were set out not in treatises but in poetry. Thus the 
Homeric poems can provide us with material from which to 
glean the data and information needed to outline the first 
chapter of the history of poetics in Greek literary civilisation. 

Abundant information can be gleaned above all from the 
bards of the Odyssey (Demodocus at the court of Alcinous on the 
island of the Phaeacians and Phemius in Odysseus’ palace on 
Ithaca; but some information filters through from the Iliad as 
well) who offer no small collection of elements that are of help 
in understanding Homeric poetics, in particular with regard to 
the themes of song, its aims and its origins. As far as the social 
context is concerned, the Homeric bards are equated with 
craftsmen, as is made clear by the celebrated passage from 
Odyssey XVII 383 ff.: “unless of course he was one who / works 
for the people: a seer, or a healer, or a shipwright, or / evena 
god-inspired singer, who gives pleasure with his song?” They 
exercise their profession at the lords’ palaces, providing 
entertainment at the banquets and festivities by performing 
their songs, and this enables them to earn their living. As far as 
we can tell, the bards improvised while accompanying 
themselves on the cithara and singing about themes that 
pertained to their own day (for instance, Demodocus tells of 
episodes of the Trojan war in Odyssey VIII 72 ff. and 487 ff.; but 
the same is true of Phemius). Thus they are genuine oral bards 
(cf. The Archaic Age II 1.7 and 1.8), whom, however, Homer 
represents in his world projected into the past, with a deliberate 
archaism that is perfectly in tune with the transfiguration of the 
heroic world. 

One interesting aspect is that the - or some of the - features 


of the bard and his song are occasionally attributed to different 
characters, such as Achilles and the Sirens, about whom more 
will be said shortly. But the most significant and important case 
is the episode actually involving Odysseus himself: in a passage 
from the Odyssey, as Odysseus is recounting the long tale of his 
multifarious experiences, Alcinous specifically uses for him the 
term bard, together with a mention of the bard’s merits and 
customary themes (the sorrow of the Achaeans). Evidently, in 
the part where he describes his own adventures, Odysseus in 
some sense becomes a double of the poet/bard: 


There is in you both eloquence and fine judgement, and 


when you recount your and the Argives’ dreadful 
sufferings 


your tale is skilful and detailed, as if it were a singer's. 
But now tell me this, and give me a full and true account: 
did you set eyes on any of those godlike heroes who 
went with you to Troy and met their doom in that land? 
This night is long, infinitely so; it is not yet time for us to 


sleep in the palace. Tell me more of those marvellous 
events; 


I could wait until the bright dawn, if you could bring 
yourself, 


here in the hall, to continue the story of your troubles. 


(Odyssey XI 367-376). 


Equally significant is the observation that where the story-line is 
interrupted (XI 334), and also at its end (XIII 2), the effect 
produced on the listeners is defined as “fascination,” a quality 
that is proper to poetry, as will be seen below. 

Let us consider first of all the themes of the song to which 


reference is made in the poems. Phemius’ topics touch on the 
return of the Achaeans and the great undertakings of men and 
gods (Odyssey I 337 ff.); Demodocus is described not only in 
reference to the celebrated piece about the romance between 
Ares and Aphrodite in Odyssey VIII 266 ff., but also in connection 
with compositions he is said to have produced on the quarrel 
between Achilles and Odysseus (Odyssey VIII 73 ff.), on the 
vicissitudes of the Achaeans and in particular on the stratagem 
of the wooden horse in the capture of Troy (Odyssey VIII 489 ff.). 
When the night-time embassy of Book IX of the Iliad reaches 
Achilles’ tent, it finds the hero (IX 186 ff.) providing solace for his 
angry heart by means of the cithara and singing, exactly in the 
manner of a bard, the KAgéa avépv (klea andrén), the “glories of 
the heroes.” This is an expression Homer uses for the themes of 
Demodocus’ song in Odyssey VIII 73, and which captures the 
very essence of epic. Thus just as in the proem of the Iliad the 
proposal of the theme speaks of Achilles’ baleful wrath, the 
dispute with Agamemnon and the sorrows of the Achaeans, so 
also the proem to the Odyssey tells of Odysseus’ vicissitudes and 
his home-coming. Thus as far as the themes of the song are 
concerned, one notes an explicit and complete consonance 
between the observations on such themes that are scattered 
within the texts and the overarching contents communicated by 
the epic genre and which effectively form part of its subject- 
matter. 

Poetry and song are seen as offering pleasure and delight 
that alleviates grief and suffering: thus the bard brings joy and 
enraptures the listeners: such is the case for Achilles in the cited 
passage from Book IX of the Iliad, for Phemius in Odyssey I 337 
ff., and for Demodocus in Odyssey VIII 44 ff. Moreover, in Odyssey 
XVII 518 ff. a bard is said - in a simile - to sing pleasant lines for 
men who ardently desire to listen to him. Pleasant song is well 
ordered and wise (Odyssey VIII 489; XI 367), and it is endowed 
with fine words (Odyssey XI 367 f.), because he who speaks with 
gentle sweetness and fine words brings delight to those who are 
listening (Odyssey VIII 170 f.). And while one may be surprised by 
Telemachus’ statement in Odyssey I 351 f. that “men always give 


most praise to the / song that is the latest to reach the ears of 
its audience,” it is clear that here the novelty must be 
understood in the meaning that it can communicate within a 
tradition such that of the bards, the characteristics of which will 
be described later (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.8). Likewise, in the 
case of the Sirens’ song (Odyssey XII 39 ff. and 184 ff.), while 
attention is drawn once again to the same themes of the myth 
of Troy, emphasis is also placed on the function of giving joy and 
of enchanting, just as Phemius’ songs are such as to enchant 
men (Odyssey I 337) and Odysseus’ tale produces “fascination” 
in the listeners. Therefore, in the Homeric vision and more 
specifically in the Odyssey, there is a very close connection 
between the two effects induced by poetry - that of delighting 
(tépttetv, terpein) and that of fascinating and enchanting 
(8€Ayetv, thelgein), alleviating grief and sorrows. 

But together with these two properties of bardic poetry, one 
notes the emergence, albeit in embryonic form, of another 
function that is a typical element of an aristocratic society such 
as that portrayed in epic: poetry propagates and perpetuates 
the fame of the heroes’ deeds and their undying glory, the klea 
andron, as we said before. In Odyssey I 337 f. we find an 
expression of the idea that the bards glorify that which they sing 
(“the deeds of men and gods, such as singers often celebrate”). 
Only the Muses can see the entire array of events, but men can 
listen to and gain knowledge of the fame of great deeds, as 
stated in Iliad II 486, in the invocation that precedes the 
Catalogue of Ships. Helen, speaking to Hector on the subject of 
the experiences they have lived through, says: “In time 
hereafter / we may become a theme for the songs of 
generations yet to come” (Iliad VI 357 f.). In a similar manner, 
when Achilles says that if he fights at Troy, “I shall lose my 
homecoming, but my fame will never die” (I/iad IX 413), his 
assertion that he desires to achieve everlasting glory (KAgoc 
dw@ttov, kleos aphthiton) constitutes a clear reference to the 
poetic theme of the “glory of the heroes.” In actual fact, 
however, one might expect this function of poetry to be more 
strongly emphasised and highlighted, given that the 


achievement of glory is perhaps the main engine powering the 
action of men within the context of heroic ethics. At the same 
time, however, epic does already clearly display the 
presuppositions underlying a conception that assigned a crucial 
role to poetry in conserving and propagating the fame of 
grandiose actions, a conception that was to become a 
dominating idea, especially with archaic lyric poetry. 

Another important and significant aspect of the Homeric 
conception of poetry consists in the relation between the poet 
and the divinity: it is a characteristic that both points to and 
underlines the divine character of poetic inspiration. The 
invocation addressed to the Muse in the first line of both the 
poems is certainly not yet a commonplace feature, neither is it a 
purely formal concession to the rules of the literary genre. 
Rather, it immediately and unequivocally declares that poetry is 
conceived as deriving from the gods. The relation of the bard 
with the divinity who inspires him and grants him the gift of 
song is then further underscored several times in both poems. 
In the Iliad, as he prepares for the great effort of the Catalogue 
of the Greeks and the Trojans (II 484 ff.), the poet reiterates his 
request for assistance addressed to the Muses who are 
omnipresent and all-knowing, and in XII 176 he asserts that it is 
difficult to recount everything “like a god.” In the Odyssey, for 
instance, the epithet of “divine” granted to the bard Demodocus 
is justified by the favour he has received as a tribute from a god. 
The god in question is the Muse (VIII 43 ff. and 73): the bards 
are worthy of honour and respect because they are loved and 
taught by the Muse and by Apollo (VIII 479 ff. and 487 ff.). The 
bard Phemius sings for the gods and for men because a god has 
inspired all his songs (XXII 345 ff.); in XVII 518 ff. it is stated that 
the singers sing lines of poetry derived from the gods. We thus 
have a set of absolutely unequivocal declarations: from the 
perspective of the bard and of whoever composed the poems in 
their current form, there can be no doubt whatsoever that 
poetry proceeds directly from the gods and this guarantees the 
value of the poetry itself. For instance, Odysseus recognises the 
truthful nature of Demodocus’ song in Odyssey VIII 487 ff. and 


asserts that it has been created with the aid of divine assistance. 
Particularly important is the above cited invocation to the Muses 
that precedes the Catalogue: the Muses are urged to provide 
truthful information, since they, as divinities, have the potential 
for greatly superior knowledge in comparison to that of mortals 
by virtue of their capacity to be ever-present and their all- 
embracing sight. 

However, a number of critical assessments have clearly 
shown that the world of epic is far from univocal, and the 
Odyssey appears more evolved than the Iliad. It has been 
pointed out that in the Odyssey, unlike the Iliad, the invocation to 
the Muse, after the customary one of the proem, does not recur 
elsewhere in the poem. Furthermore, the more extensive 
presence of the bards in the Odyssey and their importance 
cannot be explained merely by pointing to the different setting 
and the image of a society at peace as compared to one at war. 
Rather, they must be the symptom of greater interest in the art 
of poetry and greater intention to meditate on the issue, as is 
unmistakably confirmed by the various declarations on poetics 
that are found in the text and have already been brought to 
attention here. Particularly interesting is the remark put forward 
by Phemius in XXII 345 ff., where he extends the point he made 
earlier in which he asserted that a god inspired his songs, and 
defines himself as qutodidaktos. This has been seen as the 
declaration of a self-learned skill, and the definition allows him 
to distinguish himself from the Muse without entering into 
conflict with the idea of the divine origin of song; a similar 
pattern can be found in the two cases where the bard sings “as, 
according to the manner in which” his spirit or his mind induce 
him to act (Odyssey I 347 and VIII 45). One cannot fail to be 
struck by the difference between the two proems, i.e. to the Iliad 
versus to the Odyssey: the former says “Sing, goddess, the 
anger” (ufjvuv detde, Bed), while the proem at the beginning of 
the Odyssey adds a significant “(to) me”: “Tell me, Muse, of the 
man” (Gv6pa pot évvette, MoGoa). In the first case it is only the 
Muse who sings, and the bard disappears: his role - one might 
say — is only that of being the voice that executes the song; in 


the second case the bard appears in person as the repository of 
something that he retransmits first-hand. One may perceive 
here a link with the exhortation to the Muse in the proem to the 
Odyssey (I 10), urging the Muse to start the story “from any 
random point,” as if to underscore the bard's ability to dominate 
and organise the material. This is indeed the structural 
characteristic that is the distinctive feature of the Odyssey, with 
its beginning in medias res and the flashback achieved by the 
story within the story (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.3.3). Given the well- 
known characteristic whereby the epic poet is said to hide 
behind total anonymity and the bard has no intention of 
distinguishing his own individual person in the context of the 
tradition within which he operates, a certain significance 
attaches to these traces that seem to distinguish the Odyssey 
from the Iliad. Thus one perceives the first stirrings of an 
emancipation of the bard from the relationship of total 
dependence on the divine inspiration and of self-annulment 
within the latter: the Odyssean context seems to hint at the 
problem of the individuality of the poet, a problem that would 
later make itself felt in greater depth in Hesiod and then in 
archaic lyric poetry. 


1.7 Language and metre 


A few preliminary questions concerning language were already 
brought up earlier. From the point of view of Homeric studies, 
the main problem is that of whether the acknowledged 
language continuity between Mycenaean and the Greek of the 
first millennium could perhaps also allow us to conjecture a 
continuity of literary use of the language and thus of poetic 
forms, i.e. a possible direct line between Mycenaean and 
Homeric epic. It was pointed out (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.4.3) that 
there is insufficient evidence to support a poetic-literary 
continuity of this kind; therefore, at the current state of 
knowledge, the origin of Greek poetic forms would appear to 
date from a period later than the fall of the Mycenaean 
civilisation, i.e. during the period of the Hellenic Middle Ages. 


Here we will deal specifically with the Homeric language, as 
attested by the material in poetic form that has come down to 
us, and we will also examine the metre used by the bards for 
their songs, namely the dactylic hexameter. It will be 
emphasised that these two aspects cooperate in defining the 
formal and stylistic peculiarities of Homeric diction and that the 
latter represents a characterising element of the poetic 
conception of the archaic epos. 


1.7.1 The language of Homer 


That the language of Homer was a mixture of various dialects 
was asserted even by the ancients, among whom mention 
should be made of a number of scholars who saw in Homeric 
language elements of a// the Greek dialects, including Doric, 
which in actual fact is absent. Others believed that Homer wrote 
in a more ancient form of Ionian than we are familiar with from 
the later literature. Among the most significant testimonies we 
have the statements by Dio of Prusa (second half of the first 
century A.D.) and of Pseudo-Plutarch (date uncertain): 


(Homer) did not choose just one variety of diction, but 
mingled together every Hellenic dialect which then were 
separate — that of the Dorians and Ionians, and also that of 
the Athenians - mixing them together much more 
thoroughly than dyers do their colours - and not only the 
languages of his own day but also those of former 
generations; if perchance there survived any expression of 
theirs, taking up this ancient coinage, as it were, out of 
some ownerless treasure-store, because of his love of 
language (Dio of Prusa, Or. XII 66-67). And after telling us 
that the river is called not Scamander but Xanthus by the 
gods, Homer himself proceeds to call it by this latter name 
in his verses, as though it were his privilege not only to mix 
the various dialectic forms of the Greeks freely, using now 
an Aeolic, now a Dorian, and now a Ionic form, but to 
employ even the gods dialect in the bargain (Dio of Prusa, 
Or. XI 23). 


(Homer) used a variegated diction, mingling together 
elements of all the dialects of the Greeks, and it is clear 
from this that he visited the whole of Greece and every 
one of its peoples (...) It is clear, then, that in mustering all 
the dialects of the Greeks, he creates a richly varied 
discourse and sometimes uses dialect expressions, as 
those just discussed, and sometimes archaic ones, as when 
he says Gop (sword) and odkos (shield), though in some 
places he uses the common and ordinary words for those 
same things, Ei~oc (sword) and domttic (shield). One might 
wonder at the way even everyday words sustain the 
elevation of the Homeric discourse. (Pseudo-Plutarch, On 
the Life and Poetry of Homer, B 8 and 14). 


Even in what remains of the ancient commentaries on Homer 
one often finds a reference, in the context of analysis of the 
language, to the Ionian, Aeolian, Attic and Doric dialects. The 
question of a motley array of language types thus served the 
purpose of underlining the panhellenic value of Homeric poetry. 
But it is interesting to note that in the first passage of Dio of 
Prusa one can also perceive an awareness of a chronological 
stratification, in which archaic words coexist with words that are 
in common use. 

In the Modern Age, scientific study of Homeric language 
began in the early decades of the nineteenth century, above all 
by virtue of progress in research on the history of Greek and its 
dialects. During the nineteenth century, philologists and 
linguists devoted themselves primarily to analysing the different 
dialectal components. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
much attention was devoted to the concept of a “language of 
art” (Kunstsprache, in the title of a famous 1921 work by K. 
Meister), that is to say an artificial language, a “creature of the 
hexameter” in another famous definition (K. Witte, 1913), which 
gradually became more widespread with the increasing 
realisation both of the prosodic and morphological changes the 
metre had brought about in the language and also of the 
marked influence of the hexameter on the linguistic features. In 
other words, this was a language that had never been used by a 


community of speakers for the normal purposes of daily 
communication, but existed only as a poetic language and 
obeyed completely different principles and criteria. 

In the Homeric language as we read it, the predominant 
facies is Ionian, due to the fact that epic, in its more recent 
phases, i.e. the time that was close to the fixing of the poems, 
was cultivated above all by the flourishing Ionian cities of the 
Aegean area. All the characteristics of Ionian dialect are present, 
but the predominant Ionian is intermingled with a substantial 
contribution from the group of Aeolian dialects, which are held 
to be a testimony of a more archaic language layer than the 
Ionian. More problematic - and rather interesting from the 
historical point of view - is the small nugget of elements from 
the Arcado-Cypriot dialect group (the most ancient of the Greek 
dialects for which we have evidence dating from the first 
millennium, and which is therefore held by some scholars to be 
the closest to Mycenaean), although some suspect it may 
actually consist of artificial epic formations. Finally, the presence 
of a certain number of Atticisms has led some schools to believe 
that the text of the Homeric poems went through a phase 
consisting of an Attic redaction (the one commissioned by the 
tyrant Pisistratus, to which we will return shortly). 

It has never proved possible to give a satisfactory 
explanation of this admixture and joint presence of different 
dialectal features merely by postulating a number of different 
redactions of the poem, with the assumption that these 
succeeded one another historically and could be reconstructed 
in their chronological succession. The underlying assumption 
was that the first and most ancient redaction was “Achaean” 
(and this would account for the Arcado-Cypriot elements) or 
Aeolian (there was even an attempt, in a relatively recent 
context, to publish an edition of the poems restored to their 
presumed original Aeolian form), followed by a later 
transposition into the current predominant Ionian facies, and 
finally a more recent Attic redaction. One problem that remains 
open is the total absence of elements associated with the group 
of Doric dialects: we will return to this important question 


below. But the mixture of dialectal elements should by no 
means imply disregard of the notable series of forms that are 
peculiar to epic language and which cannot be traced to any 
particular dialect. The fusion of different elements is so organic 
that, if attempts are made to perform linguistic stratigraphies, it 
soon becomes clear that in a given line of Homeric verse archaic 
forms may be found side by side with forms that are definitely 
much more recent: thus the older forms could turn out to be 
intentional archaisms that have been preserved. It can be noted 
that an Aeolian and a Ionian form in the same line cannot both 
be reduced either to one or to the other of the two dialectal 
aspects, in the aim of restituting a line in a completely Aeolian or 
completely Ionian redaction. Therefore the reality of the 
language is not so much the fact of shifting from one to the 
other dialectal facies as, rather, the very mixture itself. And 
precisely the concept of a mixed language underlies the concept 
of an artificial language, that is to say, a language that never 
existed in any community of speakers, and which proceeds on 
the basis of its own special internal development, little by little 
incorporating new elements without systematically destroying 
the old forms. It thus gives rise to a polymorphic structure that 
spectacularly violates every principle of linguistic economy, 
whether considered from the morphological or the lexical 
perspective. Furthermore, one special problem has always 
arisen in connection with the Aeolisms: this denomination is 
generally used to refer not only to Aeolisms properly speaking - 
namely, characteristics that are specific to one of the dialects of 
the Aeolian group and cannot be explained on the basis of other 
forms - but also to apparent Aeolisms and linguistic features 
common to other groups. Taken together, the presence of the 
overall group of Aeolisms - as mentioned earlier - is sufficiently 
extensive as to quite plausibly suggest a veritable Aeolian phase 
of archaic Greek epic, although it should be borne in mind that 
the language forms of epic already displayed considerable 
polymorphy. 

This poetic language must therefore have been used for epic 
songs in various different environments, until it finally became 


the preserve of the bards of the Ionian areas. Its development 
extended over many centuries and underwent a multiplicity of 
stages, like a great river which along its course constantly picks 
up and drags along with it a new accumulation of sticks and 
debris of all kinds from the regions it crosses, yet without ever 
completely losing the older material, thereby merging all the 
accretions in an ever more complex mixture. Such phases may 
at first have been represented by an Achaean stage, or maybe 
Aeolian, finally followed by the Ionic phase: but it is imperative 
to bear in mind, in all cases, that these were the stages of 
development of a poetic language utilised by the bards, which 
represents a concept rather distant from that of different 
redactions or “translations” of the poems or of their individual 
parts. Thus since the mythic-narrative contents had been fixed 
at an earlier time, and since epic diction had become strongly 
linked to Ionia during the final stage of its life, it can readily be 
realised why its internal evolution remained totally immune 
from contamination with the Doric and North-western Greek 
linguistic element, which had penetrated into Greece after the 
end of the Mycenaean civilisation; in contrast, new elements 
concerning representation of the historical and material 
background did continue to be included right up to the era of 
the redaction of the poems. 


1.7.2 The metre of epic 


Homeric language can thus be regarded as a literary language 
that can be moulded in various ways and can successfully be 
adapted to the requirements of the metre through which it is 
expressed, i.e. the metre that constitutes the medium for its use 
in the verse form of bardic poetry. It is precisely on account of 
this metre, as we find it in the Homeric poems, that this 
language can tolerate such features as different endings for the 
same genitive and dative cases of nouns and adjectives, or 
different forms of personal pronouns; furthermore, it may or 
may not use the augment in the historical tenses of verbs, or in 


terms of phonetics it may intend that the semivowel wau - 
whose graphic notation disappeared very early in Ionian-Attic - 
should be perceived or be imperceptible, with metrical 
consequences. These are examples of the fact that, contrary to 
all principles of linguistic economy and with a highly 
idiosyncratic phenomenology, the language of epic admits of 
numerous closely related doubles, namely forms that are 
equivalent in meaning but metrically distinct and therefore 
helpful for the singer in the more or less improvised 
composition of the series of his lines. 

This form of verse composition required an extremely 
powerful metrical frame, namely the dactylic hexameter, which 
became the metre par excellence of the epic poetry that arose 
following in the footsteps of the Homeric tradition. However, 
while this is indeed the most ancient metrical form known to us 
in Greek literature, it cannot be overlooked that in Homeric 
diction it appears already flawlessly evolved and perfected, 
suggesting that it must already have had a noteworthy history 
and tradition behind it. Unsurprisingly, this realisation has 
prompted wide-ranging investigations on its origin; today the 
problem is still open and forms the object of in-depth debate 
because it is linked to the question of the origin of archaic Greek 
poetic forms as well that of the continuity between the second 
and the first millennium. 


The dactylic hexameter, according to the fundamental 
characteristic of Greek and Latin prosody, is a quantitative 
verse, i.e. based on the alternation of long and short 
syllables. The abstract diagram is the following: 
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The fundamental base of the line is the dactylic foot (from 


dSaKtvuAos, doktylos, “finger”: according to the traditional 
explanation, the reference is to the three phalanges of the 
human finger, while according to others it arose because 
the finger was used to beat the time during the recitation). 
The dactylic foot consists in the sequence of one long 
syllable and two short syllables (the /ongum or up-beat and 
the biceps or down-beat: - ~~): it thus has a descending 
rhythm. Since the metre is governed by the rule of “moric” 
equivalence (i.e. time equivalence) between a long syllable 
and two short syllables (i.e. the two parts of the foot have 
the same value from the point of view of the duration, that 
is to say: - = ~~), the two short syllables (the biceps) of the 
second part of the foot can be substituted by one long 
syllable (but the reverse is not allowed for the first part, 
the jongum). When this occurs, the dactyl is transformed 
into the spondaic foot (i.e.: - -) without this resulting in an 
alteration of the descending dactylic rhythm of the line. 
The substitution of the spondee for the dactyl is more 
frequent in the first three feet, less frequent in the fourth, 
rare in the fifth (and in this case the metre is described as 
a spondaic hexameter: one case out of fifty in Homer). 


The dactylic metre is repeated six times, but the last foot is 
actually composed of only two syllables: the last syllable is 
indifferent, namely either long, in which case the last foot 
will be a spondee, namely: - -, or short, in which case the 
last foot will take on the aspect of a trochee, namely: - ~, 
(but in actual fact the pause at the end of the line 
lengthens the execution of the final syllable), without this 
having any noticeable effect on the overall rhythm of the 
line. 


The hexameter allows a few pauses or incisions within its 
lines, that is to say, places where the end of a word is 
particularly frequently located. Such pauses, which in the 
diagram are indicated by vertical bars, are known as 
caesurae if they fall within a foot (the main caesurae are: 
the trithemimer after the /ongum of the second foot: the 
penthemimer after the /ongum of the third foot; the 
feminine caesura, or caesura of the third trochee, after the 
first short syllable of the third foot; and the hephthemimer 


after the /ongum of the fourth foot), and as diaeresis if they 
fall between one foot and another (the main one is the 
bucolic diaeresis, at the end of the fourth foot). There are 
places where the incision is rare, i.e. admitted only in 
exceptional cases: in these positions of the diagram one 
finds the so-called bridges, which are marked in the 
diagram by a semicircle, indicating that this is preferably 
not a word-final position. According to the general rule 
which holds that only in very exceptional cases can a Greek 
line be divided into two absolutely equal halves, the 
hexameter has no pause at a half-way position, i.e. no 
diaeresis after the third dactylic metre. Another 
“forbidden” incision is after the fourth trochee, where one 
finds the so-called Hermann’s Bridge, so named after its 
discoverer, the German philologist Gottfried Hermann: the 
number of violations decreases markedly from the Archaic 
Age to the Hellenistic Age, finally dwindling almost to zero. 


The incisions divide the hexameter into parts, which are its 
constitutive elements, known as cola (Greek kWAa, kéla, 
“members”). The incisions A B C in the diagram identify 
three zones in which there is a particularly marked density 
of groups of incisions. It has been noted that each 
hexameter usually possesses an incision for each of the 
groups A, B and C, or at least for two of these groups, so 
that the hexameter is effectively divided into four or three 
cola. The formulas of epic diction, discussed below, tend to 
coincide in their extension with one of the possible cola of 
the hexameter; thus the union of several formulas is the 
union of several co/a and this forms a line of poetry, 
thereby making the task much easier for the bard who is 
composing the poem. 


The terminology used to designate the epic bard's activity 
(aoLén, deidetv, aoidé, aeidein, respectively “song,” “to sing”) 
clearly indicates that Greek epic was originally sung. The bard 
(aoL8dc, aoidos, literally “singer”; from the same root as the 
other two terms) accompanied his song on the cithara: this is 
what Achilles does in I/iad IX 185-191. Demodocus too 
accompanies his song with the music of the cithara, to the 


rhythm of which the young Phaeacians dance (Odyssey VIII 261- 
267). But in actual fact this was not a musical performance 
based on the singing voice like that of lyric poetry (i.e. of the 
lyric lines, cf. The Archaic Age III 1.2.2): rather, it was a recitative 
performed by accompanying a series of hexameters with the 
rhythmical support of the stringed instrument. Later, epic was 
recited without musical accompaniment and the epic hexameter 
became the recitation verse form par excellence. 


1.8 Style and diction, orality and the written form. The poet 
and the public 


The artificiality of Homeric language, and its close bond with the 
metre - as we sought to show above - can be set in relation with 
the artificiality of the historical-social background and of the 
material world, which was described above in considerable 
detail (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.4.3). Both of these elements point 
to a tradition stretching far back in time, during which epic 
poetry shaped its own special image, incorporating and 
blending diverse elements. For centuries, attempts were made 
to clarify and give substance to this tradition, i.e. to the pre- 
Homeric, and to gain insight into its mechanisms and modes of 
evolution; over the last half-century of research, in-depth 
investigation has been undertaken above all by studies on oral 
poetry, achieving the most interesting result and prompting the 
most lively debates. 

That being said, it must also be recognised that the theory of 
the oral genesis of archaic Greek epic is a question that dates 
back even to quite old times. Anumber of ancient authors speak 
of the redaction of the poems prepared in sixth-century-B.C. 
Athens at the behest of the tyrant Pisistratus (who was 
apparently driven by the requirements of the recitation of 
Homer during the Panathenaic festivals), and it has often been 
suggested that this could well have been the occasion for the 
first written redaction of poetry which up to then had been 
handed down orally and committed to memory. The opinion 
that writing had spread to the Greek world relatively late in 


comparison to the era when epic was a living and productive 
medium was voiced again in the eighteenth century and 
provided the German philologist F.A. Wolf (cf. The Archaic Age II 
1.9.3) with the rationale for his argument that the Homeric texts 
were fixed at a late date on the basis of the rhapsodic songs that 
had previously been transmitted orally. The ensuing denial of a 
unitary genesis of the poems opened up the path to nineteenth- 
century analysis and thence to the modern Homeric question 
(cf. The Archaic Age II 1.9.4). Furthermore, as we noted, between 
the end of the nineteenth and the early years of the twentieth 
century quite a few studies underscored the artificial nature of 
Homeric language, pointing out that it was strongly influenced 
by the metre; attention was also drawn to the numerous 
elements of formular repetitiveness (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.7). 
Despite the ancient and modern precedents, the theory of 
the oral composition of archaic Greek epic did represent a 
substantial novelty, with regard both to its presuppositions and 
also its implications and consequences. It was due to the 
American Milman Parry, who published his studies only in 1928 
to 1936 (studies dating from the latter year were posthumous, 
due to his early death in 1935 at the age of 33). Parry began by 
concentrating his analysis on certain frequent juxtapositions of 
name + epithet of the gods and the heroes and also on other 
formular clusters: this then led him to his definition of the mode 
of expression that was utilised for the composition of archaic 
Greek epic, namely the “formula” and the “formular system.” In 
Parry's interpretation, the “formula” referred to an expression 
regularly employed in the same metrical conditions to express a 
certain essential idea, while the “formular system” was 
fundamentally characterised by economy (for a certain essential 
idea, in a certain metrical condition, there tends to be a single 
formula) and by exhaustiveness (there exists a formula for each 
metrical condition and for each essential idea). In such 
conditions, the bard not only has no need to devote special 
attention to choice of the expression to be used, but he also 
does not risk running out of resources during the improvisation. 
The observation and description of a particular style took on, for 


Parry, the nature of a specific and important symptom of the 
fact that archaic Greek epic had been composed and 
transmitted orally, as this medium offered the bard virtually 
infinite possibilities to compose by improvising constantly, in 
every performance, songs that were at one and the same time 
both traditional, on account of rigorous respect of the stylistic 
and poetic tradition, and new, because nothing was fixed and 
preserved, and every song was thus de facto a new creation. 

To give a concrete idea of the system, we reproduce here 
below a few examples which, although limited, can provide a 
good illustration of this concept of formula as well as that of 
system: 
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In the first case we have the formula for saying “and to him/her 
said,” followed by the subject, and in the second the one for 
saying “then to him/her answered,” followed by the subject. 
These formulas serve to introduce a statement and an answer. 
Both of the formulas with the verb fill the space in the line from 
the beginning up to the caesura of the third trochee: as can be 
seen from the examples, which are here only partially written 
out, with regard to the characters of the poems there exist a 
large number of formulas made up of name + epithet in the 
nominative, which occupy the hexameter from the caesura of 
the third trochee up to the end and which can be used as 
subjects. To give an example of how the system worked, it is 


sufficient to perform the following simple operation: in the 
second group of examples, among the formulas composed of 
name + epithet in the nominative there is no instance of yéyac 
Kopu@aioAos “Ektwp, which, however, does appear in the first 
group. Thus if one wants to say “Then to him answered Hector” 
it is extremely easy to use the first part of the line of the second 
example and the second part of the line of the first example, 
composing: tov 6’ nuEiBet’ Emtetta yEyac KopUBaLoAos “EKTWA, a 
perfect hexameter; similarly, one can easily create tov 8’ ate 
TIPOOEELTIE TIOSAPKNS Stoc AXLAAEUs, and so forth. 

If, on the other hand, we take as reference point one of the 
formulas consisting of name + epithet of a character in the 
nominative, for example the first one of the first group, we see 
that it can act as the subject of many expressions: 
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In this case it can be noted that each one of the formulas 
composed of name + epithet which occupy the hexameter from 
the caesura of the third trochee up to the end can be combined 
with various different verbal formulas indicating an action, and 
each such formula fills the space of the hexameter from the 
beginning up to the caesura of the third trochee. We need only 
cast our minds over all the possible combinations of our small 
examples to realise how enormously large is the number of lines 
that can be composed with these components, and what a vast 
range of possibilities become available within the overall 
system. The list of examples could be extended, but those given 
here are already sufficient to give an idea of the means of 
composition highlighted by Parry. We would merely add that in 


general the formulas (if they are not an entire line), as shown by 
the examples, tend to coincide with the extent of the cola of the 
hexameter, and this implies that precisely the incisions in the 
body of the line are the places where the formulas themselves 
are sutured. This highly effective tool, so nimble and simple yet 
at the same time extensive and all-embracing, made it easy for 
bardic improvisation to create thousands of lines. 

Having spelled out his theory, Parry sought additional 
confirmation by looking for a contemporary comparison. He 
found a valid term of comparison in Serbo-Croatian songs 
composed, with a typically formular improvisation technique, by 
illiterate bards known as gus/ari, who accompany their 
performances with a string instrument, in the context of a 
society that was sufficiently undeveloped to allow a comparison. 
In 1934 Parry recorded a singer’s performance and the singer 
succeeded in improvising a poem that was quite structured and 
of comparable length to the Homeric poems. Parry therefore 
argued that he had given definitive proof, in every aspect, that 
the Homeric poems had arisen as an oral composition within a 
tradition in which every song, improvised on the basis of forms 
of expression forming part of a common heritage, was at one 
and the same time new and old, traditional and original. In 
these terms the old Homeric question seemed to have been 
solved once and for all. 

Parry's work attracted little attention for almost twenty 
years; then it was taken up again by his closest follower, Albert 
Bates Lord, who increased and published part of the collection 
of recorded Serbo-Croatian songs and, above all, was 
instrumental in putting into print a work entitled The Singer of 
Tales, which came out in 1960. Once the work became known, 
the oralist theory began to be taken into consideration more 
extensively in the scholarly environment, with emphasis on its 
two aspects, namely analysis of the Homeric text in itself, and 
the question of its genesis. This gave rise to debate, corrections 
and in-depth analyses, which are still under discussion today in 
relation to the by no means trivial problems raised by the 
theory. Doubts were voiced concerning the idea of an oral 


composition as a totally extemporaneous improvisation, and 
wide-ranging discussion also focused on the basic concept of 
the formula and the formular system. The value of a comparison 
between Homer and Serbo-Croatian epic (as also with other 
subsequently proposed comparisons) revealed considerable 
limits, which in some cases proved to be far from negligible. 

On the diachronic plane, the most immediate problem is 
that of determining the relationship between oral epic in its 
creative phase of extemporaneous compositions and the 
fixation of a text that could be transmitted in a more or less 
invariable form. When did the transition take place from less 
extensive improvised texts to the conception of longer and more 
complex poems, and then the monumental poem? How and 
with what changes did the transition come about from the first 
phase to the final one, i.e. to the definitively fixed and then 
written phase? One result of oralist studies was the realisation 
that when the oral poet learns to utilise writing technology, this 
leads to radical changes in his mode of proceeding, and he loses 
his talent as an improviser-creator. To save the underlyingly oral 
character of the epic poems, a theory was put forward according 
to which the texts were dictated by a genuinely oral and illiterate 
poet to a scribe who wrote the words down. Other scholars 
attempted to describe in different manners the (lengthy) stages 
of the life cycle of the epic tradition, conjecturing that an original 
phase dating back to extremely remote times (possibly even 
Mycenaean) may have given way to the mature creative phase, 
namely the bardic phase, in which every song is improvised and 
new while retaining its character as a traditional creation. Such a 
phase could also have provided the impetus for the origin of the 
monumental poem, the work of an exceptionally particularly 
brilliant and talented singer. During this phase, memory is 
needed only in order to possess the creative tool - the formular 
diction - whereas the song the bard produces is in no way saved 
and preserved. This phase could have been followed by a 
reproductive, rhapsodic phase, in which the songs were 
remembered and they accompanied the oral recitation of 
previously memorised texts: in such a phase, memory no longer 


merely serves the purpose of making the compositional means 
available: rather, it retains the result, which can be reproduced. 
Such a development may have eventually given way to the 
“degenerative” phase, i.e. the phase of singers who recited 
other bards’ text that had already been fixed and transmitted in 
writing as well: the “rhapsodes” such as Ion in the Platonic 
dialogue of that name, or those who performed the Homeric 
texts at the Panathenaea. 

There is still considerable disagreement on the period and 
the form of the written redaction of the poems. Some believe it 
to have been carried out as early as the eighth century, when 
the poems took on, roughly speaking, their present form 
(possibly through the mechanism of dictation by the poet to a 
professional scribe); others maintain that the transmission was 
exclusively oral and mnemonic right up to the sixth century, 
though in this regard opinions vary as to whether the first 
written redaction should be identified with the Pisistratic 
redaction. Still others hypothesise a partial transcription, purely 
as an aid in support of the bard’s memory for purposes of the 
performance. We will examine this question again below. 

Further studies conducted along these lines enriched the 
panorama built up by Parry on the question of concrete analysis 
of Homeric poetic diction. On the diachronic plane, linguistic 
investigations showed possible trends of internal evolution of 
the formular system of expression, conjecturing its historical 
transformations from a presumed pre-Homeric stage of the 
diction to a stage of the formular tradition dating from a period 
later than the poems themselves (testified in the most ancient 
Homeric Hymns, in the fragments of the poems of the Cycle and 
in Hesiod). The procedures and the results are by no means free 
from dubious outcomes, but it appears indisputable that 
formular diction underwent a process of internal evolution: 
accordingly, the realisation that changes had affected certain 
forms made it possible to recover the traditional elements and 
thus helped to define what should be considered as traditional. 
The importance of the concept of the internal evolution of epic 
diction was already mentioned above in connection with the 


artificiality of Homeric language, regarded as a mode of 
expression that used poetry as its medium and which had 
passed through a number of developmental stages. Thus the 
evolutionary history of diction on the linguistic plane goes hand 
in hand with the problem of the evolutionary history of archaic 
Greek epic in its various phases. 

On the synchronic plane, given Parry's rigid definition of the 
formula and the formular system, as well as his initial analyses, 
two interconnected orders of problems arose: what meaning 
should be attributed to the term “formula” and, consequently, 
how much of the body of Homeric verse could be considered 
formular? The observations on the flexibility and variability of 
utilisation of the formular material (repositioning within the line, 
expansion or amplification, reductions, flections) broadened the 
possibility of analysis of Homeric diction. But what type of 
repetition and how many recurrences were required in order to 
be able to speak of a formula? Does “formular” end up 
becoming a mere synonym of “repeated”? How, then, should 
one deal with “one-off” expressions, testified by a single 
occurrence in the whole of epic that has come down to us, yet 
clearly forming part of a system? It is evident that the overall 
body of traditional diction was far more extensive than that of 
which we have knowledge from the poetry that has been 
preserved, but how extensive was it really, in comparison to the 
lines that have been preserved? Faced with the difficulty of 
defining the formula, various different approaches have been 
attempted, sometimes based more on the morphological- 
grammatical aspect and thus relying on the signifier, while at 
other times greater attention has been given to the semantic- 
lexical aspect, and thus to the signified. 

So how extensive is the traditional formular heritage 
documentable in Homer? Orally composed poetry is 
characterised by a greater frequency and different manner of 
presentation of formular and repetitive features than is the case 
in written poetic compositions: but in order to argue that 
Homer, or any other poem, is the result of improvised oral 
composition, what percentage of its lines should be 


demonstrated to be formular? And what type of utilisation of 
this mode of communication should we have in mind when 
discussing such questions? That is to say, within a genuinely oral 
form of creative poetry, how many and what kind of options are 
available to each bard, on the occasion of his performance, to 
individualise and personalise the traditional diction by means of 
deliberate interventions, carefully thought-out re-utilisations 
and painstakingly achieved solutions? Did each individual efface 
himself completely in the anonymity of tradition or was there 
potential - and if so, how much? - for a dialectic between 
tradition and individual innovation, between the common 
heritage shared by every bard and a deviation from the norm? 
Was a bard’s expertise measured by how successfully innovative 
his performances were or by the extent to which he was able to 
conform to a consolidated and authoritative tradition? 

We cannot go into great technical detail here concerning the 
nature and extensive range of positions that have been put 
forward at different times. Starting from the original and strictly 
limited definition of Parry, over time a number of modifications 
were advanced, with numerous intermediate empirical 
distinctions between formulas and stylistic elements; 
considerable debate also centred around highly abstract 
theoretical formulations. Many works have been devoted to this 
complex array of problems, starting from the 1960s, but 
Opinions have remained far from unanimous or widely accepted, 
at least as far as the definitions and theoretical tools are 
concerned. Today it would appear that emphasis on the 
theoretical aspects has waned and attention is tending to focus 
on analysis of the texts, also in the context of empirical and 
concentrated research. Basically, the oralist approach to Homer 
has followed one of two lines of argument: either emphasis on 
the role of what originally arose as totally oral improvisation, 
with its fluidity and variability, or insistence on the primary 
function of memory both from the point of view of composition 
- which, at the very least, has to follow a premeditated plan - 
and also from that of the conservation and transmission of a 
text. 


Meanwhile, another line of investigation had merged with 
the oralist approach inaugurated by Parry. In 1933 the German 
scholar Walter Arend published his book on the “typical scenes” 
in Homer, in which he analysed the frequent presence of 
recurrent scenes such as arrival, sacrifice and a meal, journeys 
at sea and over land, armaments and clothing, the assembly, the 
swearing of oaths, and others. In such scenes he noted the 
repetition of a structural pattern composed of essential and 
necessary elements that were expressed in a fundamentally 
constant manner, with the result that the details change in the 
individual situations but the basic model, the backbone of the 
storyline, is constantly repeated. The presence and regular use 
of this repertoire of structural models in the Homeric 
compositional style are seen as the outcome of a poetic tradition 
which had fixed and codified certain modes of expression as 
part of its resources, this time in terms of forms of content that 
could be re-utilised whenever the necessity arose as part of the 
narration. Such an approach gave rise to a series of studies 
aiming to identify and analyse the “typical” elements in the 
narrative style of archaic Greek epic, with attention focusing on 
various different aspects of the forms of content. But it cannot 
be denied that the definition of “typical” has been used for such 
widely divergent phenomena as to result in a sometimes 
unacceptable variety of concepts, although it is recognised that 
many of the results are of great interest in analysis of the 
narrative construction of the poetic texts from the point of view 
of the formalised structures of the contents. What is particularly 
important is that this approach then merged with a new feature 
introduced by Parry in his final works, in which he laid emphasis 
on the “themes” of oral poetry, whereby the term “theme” took 
on the meaning of a recurrent element having traditional 
content and was thus analogous to the sense of “typical.” This 
aspect was likewise consolidated by Lord and then extensively 
taken up in subsequent criticism, which spoke of theme-based 
composition in cases where epic frequently re-utilises significant 
content-related elements and structures. In the oralist current 
of research that looked back to Parry, this development was 


regarded as perfectly coherent and to some extent prepared by 
the very definition of the formula, wherein the aspect of the 
signifier (contained in both the linguistic and the metrical 
element: “an expression regularly employed in the same 
metrical conditions”) was closely bound up with that of the 
signified (“to express a certain essential idea”). 

Theme-based composition, typical scenes, more substantial 
or large-scale structures and formalised models: all these 
elements were regarded as constituting various aspects of the 
formularity of content, which ranged from the smallest 
descriptive and narrative details right up to various types of 
rather broad sequences and formal structures. In much of the 
most recent criticism, analysis of the formularity of contents and 
the formularity of diction have jointly built up a more global 
approach to the style of archaic Greek epic, in which the mode 
of expression is seen to be characterised (as a poetic Jangue) by 
a marked basic rigidity of the formal conventions, on the plane 
both of the signified and also of the signifiers. Setting aside the 
various disputes concerning theoretical questions and the 
unsolved problem of the genesis of the Homeric poems, it has 
to be said that the result of the numerous studies carried out in 
this perspective is of great importance not only for the insight it 
has granted into Homeric diction and compositional structures, 
but also in connection with literary analysis of the poems. 
Overall, a marked improvement in the understanding of the 
poem has been achieved. It can legitimately be asserted that 
this type of research, from the time of Parry onwards, and 
especially in the most recent decades, has had a lasting effect 
on the approach to Homer, so much so that a return to a pre- 
Parryan vision would be totally inconceivable. It is therefore now 
accepted as an established fact that the Homeric poems are 
texts with radically different characteristics as compared to all 
the other texts of ancient literature, at the very least on account 
of the prior setting from which they must have sprung and 
which nourished them, however it had arisen. The poems as we 
find them display features testifying that they were rooted in a 
tradition of oral poetry, from which they subsequently emerged 


and became written poetry. 

Turning now to the content, the development of the great 
themes of the story (for instance the warrior value theme) is 
given substance by a series of narrative motifs (such as that of 
the hero donning his battle gear or that of the due/), which recur 
fairly regularly and are themselves composed of a paradigmatic 
constellation of details. Such details are repeated with varying 
degrees of typicisation, culminating in the standard-form that is 
reproduced in an absolutely identical manner. A number of 
different motifs may recur several times in one and the same 
sequence, in a standard scene or in a group of scenes; 
alternatively, at times the same motif may recur frequently, 
leading to repetition of an isolated detail, or of groups of fairly 
loosely connected details, or of the essential structure (which 
itself is composed of a series of elements arranged in a fixed 
sequence) of a scene or of a group of scenes. Thus what we find 
is that even quite long and complex structures of narrative 
contents occur repetitively. 

The signifiers are likewise affected by the tendency towards 
formalised rigidity, which also makes itself felt quite strongly in 
the form of the expression. The phenomena range from 
veritable formulas repeated more or less constantly and ina 
fixed position, or with minimum variations and line-internal 
dynamics (formular flexibility), to a somewhat more imprecise 
word repetition, up to simple phonic assonance or repetition of 
the purely syntactic structure (such phenomena belonging - or 
not, according to different opinions - to the overall concept of 
“formularity”). Also included in the concept of formalised 
rigidity is the recurrence of whole formular lines or formular 
systems that can easily be adapted with limited variations, as 
well as the repetition of an interconnected group of expressions 
(corresponding to groups of content detail) and, additionally, 
the more or less exact and complete repetition of a structured 
set of expressions (corresponding, as far as content is 
concerned, to the essential structure of the “typical scene”). 
Here too, what we have is a series of phenomena whose most 
evident characteristic is repetitiveness. 


All these phenomena contribute to greater rigidity of the 
conventions within a highly formalised code. Through the 
persistence of a content element, the expression by means of 
which the content itself is included in the code tends to become 
fixed, while the existence of the fixed expression then prompts 
repetition and conservation of the content thus communicated. 
The same holds true for more extensive phenomena, such as 
entire scenes or broader compositional structures. Such a 
tendency is all the more significant when it becomes clear that a 
very wide range of forms of content and expression - both small 
and large - are involved in the types of repetition described 
above, inasmuch as this demonstrates the high degree of 
conventionality of the poetic code. It constitutes the formalised 
poetic langue that imposes its conditions on poetic composition 
(which, in a sense, can be seen as “tradition”): thus every 
individual composition belonging to the genre in question arises 
in conformity with this formalised language, and it is an 
individual product that will display a variable and different 
degree of originality in relation to the tradition from which it 
springs. This poetic language, to be understood as an organic 
unity of forms and formalised content, is the means through 
which the centuries-old tradition of archaic Greek epic lived its 
history: it constitutes both the creative horizon of the poet- 
singer and, at the same time, the horizon of the public’s 
expectations. 

The shared horizon of expectations and the intimate 
solidarity that forged a bond between the bard and his audience 
(the term empathy has been used to portray this atmosphere, as 
it conveys both a psychological-emotive response as well as a 
cultural awareness) constituted the social-institutional 
guarantee that ensured the authority and persistence of the 
epic tradition, that is to say, its value as a culture common to the 
entire group. More than once this phenomenon has been 
compared to a river that incorporates and carries along with it 
whatever it finds along its course, losing some items along the 
way but also preserving something from each fragment of 
flotsam and jetsam. The outcome of this process is that its 


content of civilisation takes on exceptional characters and 
dimensions in terms of their value, diachronic significance, 
wealth and systematicity. These concepts have provided the 
means for the establishment of an anthropological vision, 
authoritatively promoted in recent times above all by the studies 
of Eric Alfred Havelock, who interprets archaic Greek epic as a 
sort of ecumenical encyclopaedia of a people. In his vision, it is a 
reservoir and a collection of the overall range of knowledge and 
cultural models of the civilisation that gave birth to it: within that 
civilisation it played a fundamental educational function as the 
repository of the knowledge shared by the collective population 
who recognised it as the embodiment of their own background 
(a definition that has been suggested is that of a “tribal 
encyclopaedia”). This anthropological perspective is a scion of 
Parry's discoveries, but it diverges from this source inasmuch as 
it does not regard Homeric epic as the product of an improvised 
bardic performance, but rather as a product handed down 
through memory in a relatively fixed form and communicated 
through an “oral publication.” It is important to maintain clear 
awareness of the conceptual distinction between “oral 
composition,” which makes reference to the manner of the 
birth/creation of the work, and “oral publication,” which makes 
reference to the manner in which it is made accessible to the 
public through the medium of the voice and by listening. This 
contrast is particularly essential in connection with a society that 
made little use of writing for literary purposes and, in particular, 
had very little familiarity with reading. For Havelock and his 
followers and continuators, this condition endured in Greece 
(which means principally in Athens and in Attica) up to the fifth 
century. In this interpretation the formular tool is considered 
from the point of view of reception rather than of composition, 
in the sense that the epic style functions as a means for the 
publication and preservation of the contents of epic within the 
body of society, in the framework of a culture that generally 
acquired more familiarity with poetry by listening (although not 
necessarily exclusively) than through reading (in this context, 
similar considerations can be put forward for drama and lyric 


poetry). It is also important to note that a number of recent 
studies argue that if one considers the three fundamental 
moments of the life of a work (composition, communication or 
publication, and its diachronic transmission), it is sufficient for 
just one of these moments to be oral for the characterisation as 
Oral poetry to be justifiable. Accordingly, a culture can be 
defined as oral even if writing technology is utilised in order to 
compose and transmit the texts, provided that access to and 
enjoyment of the texts is not dependent on the written medium. 
In such a case, it may be preferable to use the definition of 
“aural culture,” that is to say, a culture in which the 
predominant mode of communication and reception is through 
the medium of listening. 


1.9 The Homeric question and its present-day aspect 
1.9.1 The poems during antiquity 


Even at a very early date the Homeric poems acquired 
enormous authority in the Greek world, achieving recognition 
on a truly panhellenic level. At least up to and throughout the 
Byzantine Age, they were used as a basic text in education and 
formed part of the teaching materials in the school system: they 
were the work through which young boys learned first of all to 
read and write and then acquired knowledge of grammar, text 
interpretation and so forth. The presence of Homer should be 
considered a factor of cultural unity within ancient Greek 
civilisation, both on the synchronic and the diachronic plane. 
However, the problem of the genesis and transmission of two 
monuments of poetry such as the Iliad and the Odyssey 
constitutes the object of what has always been known as the 
“Homeric question.” At a certain point of history (in the eighth 
century?) something happened whereby the poems took on 
their monumental structure and began to be transmitted in the 
form we still have, with relatively insignificant variations if 
compared with the earlier bardic fluidity. The early phases of 


transmission are likely to have taken place in the context of the 
corporations of professional singers known as rhapsodes: such 
corporations were in some sense the depositaries of the 
heritage of epic that would typically be recited at festivities and 
at athletic games. The fellowship of the Homeridae of Chios, 
which claimed to descend from Homer himself, may have played 
a special role during this phase. The redaction which, according 
to ancient reports (the main sources are Cicero and the pseudo- 
Platonic Hipparchus, but mentions are also found in Pausanias 
and others), was drawn up in the sixth century B.C. in Athens at 
the behest of Pisistratus and his son Hipparchus could represent 
a significant stage in this transmission. At that point, it is 
claimed, all the songs of Homer that were scattered quite 
separately from one another were traced and gathered up from 
various locations (throughout the whole of Greece!), at which 
point the tyrant is said to have had them recomposed into a 
unified collection by a commission of experts, so that they could 
be recited at the Panathenaic festivities. We know of a law 
established by Solon stating that when the Panathenaic 
recitations took place each rhapsode was required to link up to 
the song of the immediately preceding rhapsode (Diogenes 
Laertius 157): such a rule appears to presuppose a structured 
order of the songs and to have been designed to restrict the 
extent of individual variations by the executors. It seems unlikely 
that such a circumstance was associated with the first moment 
when the text was set down in written form, as some scholars 
have suggested: rather, it is perhaps easier to think that this was 
a moment of authoritative consolidation, capable of influencing 
the future course of transmission of the songs. 

Interestingly, a trace of this episode has remained in an 
ancient commentary at the beginning of Book X of the Iliad (the 
so-called Dolonia), a part of the poem that could easily be 
eliminated without any important adverse effect on the 
structure of the story: in fact it raises considerable difficulty on 
account of its incoherent features (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.3.2). A 
scholium, i.e. an ancient annotation jotted in the margin of a 
manuscript of the poem, says that this book was composed 


separately by Homer, and was not intended to be incorporated 
in the Iliad, but Pisistratus insisted on inserting it into the work: 
thus the unknown ancient critic foreshadows a theme destined 
to play a major role in modern analytical criticism. Another case 
to be mentioned is the piece of information according to which 
the Alexandrian philologists Aristophanes of Byzantium and 
Aristarchus of Samothrace (in the third to second century B.C.) 
believed that the Odyssey came to an end at XXIII 296, whereas 
another scholium states that Aristarchus expunged from the 
text - i.e. he regarded as non-authentic - the episode whereby 
the souls of the suitors descended to Hades in Odyssey XXIV 1 ff. 
Here too the ancient criticism foreshadows one of the classic 
problems raised by analysts in the Modern Age. 

Admittedly, a certain degree of instability in the text of the 
poems can be perceived not only in the Classical Age, as shown 
by the frequent citations of passages from Homer during that 
period, but also in the Hellenistic Age, as testified above all by 
the numerous fragments of papyri dating from earlier than the 
first century B.C. in which the texts of the Iliad and the Odyssey 
show non-negligible variants. However, the variants still fall 
within the range of relatively small oscillations if compared with 
the fluidity of the oral epic of the previous era (even though they 
can in a sense be seen as a distant reflex of such variations). 
Furthermore, they affect only a few hundred lines, if we consider 
all the so-called additional lines (i.e. those that appear as an 
addition to the fixed redaction we have in our medieval 
manuscripts and which we read in the printed editions) and 
those regarded as doubtful and in need of discussion among 
the Hellenistic philologists. In any case, in the period between 
the third and the second century B.C. the text of the poems was 
not yet definitively fixed insofar as the number of lines was 
concerned. It was not until the influence of the philological 
school of Alexandria made itself felt (above all the great 
Alexandrian editors and commentators of Homer, namely 
Zenodotus, Aristophanes of Byzantium, Aristarchus of 
Samothrace and his pupils, right up to Didymus and Aristonicus, 
who lived in the Augustan Age) that the redaction of the poems 


was definitively established with the same number of lines that 
one finds in the modern editions. Since then, the line count has 
been handed down virtually unaltered, or with very few 
changes, in the extremely numerous manuscripts dating from 
the late antiquity and the Medieval Period that have preserved 
the Iliad and the Odyssey. In short, the written fixing of the 
Homeric poems - in whatever exact period this occurred - did 
not lead to a rapid breakdown of any fluctuation of the text: 
non-negligible oscillations did continue for several centuries, but 
the changes were not of such significance as to imply a 
completely different text from that which is familiar to us today. 
Basically, the phenomenon in question in no way undermines 
the idea that the poems took on their current form in the eighth 
or at the beginning of the seventh century (see above The 
Archaic Age II 1.3.1 and 1.3.5). 


1.9.2 The poems in the Modern Age 


Very little doubt was voiced in antiquity concerning the 
assumption that Homer had genuinely existed and had 
composed at least the Iliad and the Odyssey (and other works as 
well: cf. The Archaic Age II 1.10). The only exception was 
represented by a few grammarians of the Hellenistic Age known 
as Chorizontes (i.e. Separators), who believed that the two poems 
were the work of two different authors: but their “heresy” was 
demolished by the unitary orthodoxy of the greatest ancient 
philologist, Aristarchus of Samothrace (215 ca. - 145 ca. B.C.), 
and therefore no further attention was devoted to the separatist 
contention of the Chorizontes. From today’s perspective, it is an 
irony of history that the greatest credit is now given to the view 
which holds that the two poems were composed by two 
different poets, who lived at a distance of roughly one 
generation from each other (see above The Archaic Age II 1.3.1 
and 1.3.5). 

In the Modern Age, the issues that led to the rediscovery of 
the classical world and eventually culminated in Humanism and 


the Renaissance were also responsible for the various stages 
and modes of knowledge of Homer in the West. Thus while in 
the Byzantine world, with the continuity of the language, many 
works of ancient Greek literature had remained a stable 
heritage (once the period of decadence of the seventh and 
eighth century A.D. had been overcome, albeit not without 
inflicting some damage), in the western world (except for a few 
areas of southern Italy) the medieval world had resulted in 
almost total loss of knowledge of Greek. Dante had no 
Opportunity to acquire direct knowledge of Homer, who became 
accessible to European men of letters only after the translation 
into Latin, carried out by the Greek exile Leontius Pilatus at the 
behest of Petrarch (who possessed a copy of Homer but was 
unable to read it) and of Boccaccio who, having acquired some 
knowledge of the Greek language, sought to read Homer in the 
original. After Boccaccio, Greek began to spread into the realm 
of European Humanism, above all through the gradually 
increasing presence of scholars from the eastern Byzantine 
regions who moved westwards as the Byzantine empire 
gradually began to crumble under the pressure of the Turks, up 
to the fall of the city in 1453. 

Humanistic Florence was the venue for the first printed 
edition of Homer in 1488, issued by the Greek Demetrius 
Chalcondyles. Thereafter, the editions soon multiplied into an 
infinite series, but among the most important ones mention 
should be made at least of the edition which Henricus 
Stephanus (Henri Estienne) included in his Poetae Graeci 
principes heroici carminis (Geneva 1566), the text of which was 
long considered to have incontestable authoritativeness. It was 
surpassed only when the greatly superior eighteenth-century 
editions came out, such as that of Joshua Barnes, published in 
Cambridge in 1711, and that of the Iliad (without the Odyssey) 
with the accompaniment of the vast commentary by Christian 
Gottlob Heyne (Leipzig 1802), the teacher of Friedrich August 
Wolf at the University of Gottingen. 

However, the increasing popularity of classicising poetry 
during the Renaissance did not boost Homer's fortune, since it 


was widely felt that his primitive coarseness could not compete 
with Virgil's limpid and mature perfection. The aversion for 
Homer persisted during the French Renaissance and also 
remained dominant in the era of Baroque, with the Querelle des 
anciens et des modernes: during the period when there was great 
determination to defend modern innovative tastes against the 
authority of the ancient models, this tended to penalise the 
most ancient and authoritative of them all, namely Homer. This 
attitude eventually came to an end with the recovery of the 
sense of history as a criterion for assessing different eras and 
phenomena, and also, in a different perspective, with the rise of 
the taste for primitive societies, a tendency that first appeared 
during Romanticism. 


1.9.3 The modern Homeric question 


In the Conjectures académiques ou Dissertation sur ITliade by 
Francois Hédelin, abbot of Aubignac (a work presented in 1664 
and published posthumously in 1715), it was argued that Homer 
had never existed and that the poems were the result of a 
redactional unification of various songs, which stemmed from 
different eras and authors. Giambattista Vico, in his The New 
Science (Book III, The Discovery of the True Homer, 1730; the last 
edition dates from 1744), maintained that the Homeric poems 
were to be taken not as the work of a single person, but rather 
as the product of the common narrative resources of the Greek 
people during a barbaric and primitive epoch (and therefore 
they were to be understood in that framework). Furthermore, he 
expressed the belief that for a prolonged period of time they 
were transmitted orally by illiterate rhapsodes. Vico’s reflections, 
put forward independently of the observation by d’Aubignac, 
remained practically unknown to scholars who were active in 
studies on antiquity. A typical representative of the English 
eighteenth-century traveller, Robert Wood (the author of Essay 
on the Original Genius of Homer, London 1769, II edition 1775), 
became convinced that Homer was to be regarded truthful and 


worthy of trust, though he concluded that since writing was 
hardly in use at all during Homer's time, his works were 
transmitted orally and were fixed in the written form only during 
the age of Pisistratus in Athens. In these pioneers of the modern 
Homeric question, as can be seen, the problem of the original 
Orality and of the modes of fixation and transmission of the text 
immediately took on a central role. 

In England, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the 
brilliant philology of Richard Bentley (1662-1742) had 
discovered, by studying prosodic and metrical difficulties, the 
presence of the digamma in the Homeric language: this was an 
ancient letter that is no longer present in the ancient Greek 
attested in the literary works that are still extant. Not only did 
this discovery enable historical-linguistic understanding to take 
a major step forward, but it led to the realisation, backed up by 
full scientific rigour, that Homer’s language did have a history 
and an evolution and therefore that the poems had been 
composed, at least on the linguistic plane, in a form that differed 
from the text we read today. Additionally, Bentley believed that 
Homer had written various separate songs, which were not 
united in long poems until much later, during the age of 
Pisistratus. 

A few decades later, Homeric studies were marked by 
another highly significant event, namely the publication of the 
edition of the Iliad by Jean Baptiste Gaspard d’Ansse de Villoison 
(Venice 1788). Its main value resided in the inclusion of two very 
rich and extremely important collections of scholia on the Iliad, 
referred to by the sigla A and B because they were contained in 
two Venetian manuscripts which themselves were known as 
Venetus A and Venetus B. The important documentary material 
supplied very rich information on the history of the Homeric text 
in the Hellenistic and Imperial Age and on the work of the 
Alexandrian philologists who had studied the Homeric poetry, as 
well as shedding considerable light on the existence of 
longstanding and persistent uncertainties in the text and 
fluctuations in the number of lines, as mentioned above. 

All this constitutes the set of precedents of the Homeric 


question in the context of modern scientific philology, the true 
beginning of which is conventionally said to have begun with 
the Prolegomena ad Homerum, sive de operum Homericorum 
prisca et genuina forma variisque mutationibus et probabili ratione 
emendandi, published at Halle in 1795 by the German philologist 
Friedrich August Wolf (1759-1824). Wolf’s work represents the 
first modern attempt to write a history of the formation of the 
Homeric poems through a history of the text, which Wolf traces 
back through time as far as the second century B.C. Describing 
the genesis of the poems, he asserts that they cannot have been 
written by a single author and that Homer never existed as a 
historical person. Wolf's position was that separate songs, 
composed by different bards who did not possess the art of 
writing, were composed and handed down orally until, in the 
sixth century, they were gathered together and fixed with the 
redaction of Pisistratus. Naturally, Wolf made considerable use 
of the valuable studies that preceded him, but the genuine 
novelty in his work consists of philological use of documentary 
material on the history of the Homeric text, which was known 
thanks to Villoison. Moreover, his approach was clearly 
influenced by the important tradition of German philological 
criticism that had developed around the text of the Bible. 
Analytical criticism. A difficult and tricky problem had arisen: 
could one still speak of the excellence of Homer and the great 
poetry of the poems, once their unity had thus been dissolved 
and shattered? Wolf paved the way to the long story of 
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century analytical 
criticism: for over a century it was the critical orientation defined 
as “analytical” or “separatist” or “pluralist” that dominated 
studies on the genesis of the Homeric poems, which had now 
become the most celebrated problem of all. As the great age of 
German classical philology became the dominant force during 
this period, it needs to be said that the problem of the origin 
and oral transmission of the poems, so clearly present up to the 
age of Wolf, was subsequently more or less forgotten or in any 
case ignored. What now developed was a decidedly philological 
analysis, the main aim of which, once the unicity of the author 


had been dissolved, was to set out on a quest to reconstruct the 
various stages which, it was presumed, led to the current 
configuration and to outline the various characters who in one 
way or another had got their hands on the poems. Great 
attention was devoted to examining, and indeed tenaciously and 
meticulously scrutinising, the delimitation of the parts or 
elements to be attributed to this or that phase or to one or the 
other of the various personalities involved. 

In order to describe this protracted segment of modern 
Homeric criticism, ideally one should seek to strike a balance 
between excessive simplification and over-cumbersome 
erudition, identifying a few main tendencies in order to establish 
a sufficiently clear view within an overwhelmingly vast 
bibliography. 

The “theory of separate songs” or “theory of agglutination” 
(Karl Lachmann) claimed that the I/iad and the Odyssey were 
totally devoid of unity inasmuch as the two poems had arisen, it 
was argued, from the action of a redactor who had fairly 
mechanically stitched together different individual songs. This 
theory enjoyed a brief revival among German scholars around 
the mid-twentieth century, but it thereafter found no further 
supporters. 

A different case, which gave rise to more fertile 
developments, was that of the “compilation theory,” which 
believed that the genesis of the poems was attributable to the 
union of several pre-existing but shorter epics; in this 
conception, a number of poems of lesser length and substance 
were viewed as predecessors of the great monumental Homeric 
epic. Avery influential discovery, in this regard, was the 
identification by Adolf Kirchhoff of three presumed poems that 
were subsequently amalgamated together to form the Odyssey: 
they included Telemachus’ adventures (the Telemachy), the 
return of Odysseus, and the events in Ithaca. A great quantity of 
research was undertaken along these lines: suffice it to mention 
the Homeric essays by one of the greatest classical philologists 
of all time, Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, who believed 
that a multi-stage process had occurred. At first, he suggested, 


original individual songs had undergone an organic fusion (this 
was a different notion as compared to the mechanical stitching 
together of randomly associated songs), in a procedure carried 
out by the bards themselves acting on relatively short poems 
endowed with poetic unity; subsequently, the compilation of 
these “little epics” by a final redactor was the stage that would 
ultimately engender the great poem. 

Again in the first half of the nineteenth century, and again in 
a German environment, the hypothesis was put forward 
(Hermann) that the poems were the outcome of an original 
nucleus (basically, a poem about the wrath of Achilles, that is to 
say an Achilleid) which then underwent various enlargements 
and additions. The “nucleus theory” itself gave rise to a great 
variety of developments, culminating, in its simplest formulation 
(when the twentieth century was already well under way) ina 
concept that essentially involved two stages, whereby an 
original poem (one for the Iliad and one for the Odyssey) was 
subjected to a number of additions introduced by a re- 
elaborator. 

The “theory of interpolations,” which held that the authentic 
Original poem was expanded, for various reasons and at 
different times, by the addition of groups of non-authentic lines, 
may not seem to be very distant from the nucleus theory. But in 
actual fact, if one thinks of more occasional and limited 
intrusions of small groups of lines that do not radically affect the 
overall structure of the poems, then the “interpolation theory” 
differs sharply from the nucleus theory, because the concept of 
“interpolations” presupposes a poem that does have the 
character of a unitary composition. Therefore one may 
justifiably consider the interpolation theory as a form of 
unitarism, albeit characterised by non-negligible critical aspects. 

However, it has to be admitted that the description and the 
subdivision of these “theories” cannot be considered devoid of 
arbitrariness. Despite elements of similarity and overlapping 
concepts, there is no lack of profound and detailed points of 
disagreement concerning the extent, characters and content of 
the original nucleus, the individual songs or the small epics 


which, in everyone’s view, constitute the earlier stages of the 
poems as they have come down to us. The history of the 
Homeric question was for a prolonged period of time described 
as asort of competition between Analysts and Unitarians. 
However, not only is such a distinction excessively simplistic, but 
itis also rather superficial. In actual fact, rarely - if at all - has 
anyone gone so far as to deny that any sort of unity ever existed 
in one or other of the stages in the formative process of the 
poems, while on the other hand few have contended that the 
poems arose from the first to the last line exactly as we find 
them, through a single and autonomous creative act by a poet 
called Homer. Rather, it seems more correct, and also clearer, to 
say that the various different hypotheses and theories on the 
formation of the poems diverge basically with regard to the 
analysis and assessment of the final product, namely the Iliad 
and the Odyssey as we read them now, as well as to how the 
various phenomena observed in the text should be considered 
and interpreted. Thus the question, in simple terms, is whether 
an aesthetically complete and coherently valid poetic and 
structural unity should be viewed as the initial or final stage in 
the process of formation of the poem, or whether the concept of 
internal unity should instead be conceived as ongoing during 
the process itself. Were one or more originally unitary works 
manipulated in various ways, with the addition of parts or the 
fusion of different works, leading to a non-unitary outcome? Or, 
as the Unitarians believe, did a great poet create the final poem, 
overcoming by virtue of his own genius the products of his 
predecessors, which were known to him and which he to some 
extent re-utilised? And, in either case, through how many and 
what kind of stages and with what mechanisms did the process 
take place? 

The various pluralistic theories, which tended, with varying 
intensity, more or less to downgrade the final result of the 
process through which the poems took shape, to the advantage 
of the stages dating from an earlier period, predominated over 
almost all other approaches throughout the nineteenth century 
and up to roughly the 1930s. Thereafter, they continued to be 


authoritatively cultivated at least up to the 1950s, and even at 
the present time they occasionally put in an appearance, albeit 
in a totally different background as compared to the scenarios 
of the ancient controversies. To draw some very general 
conclusions, it can be said that this approach sparked an 
enormous amount of in-depth analyses of the Homeric text in all 
its aspects, dividing it up determinedly with the essential aim of 
furnishing a relative chronology between the more ancient and 
the more recent parts, parts that were composed earlier and 
parts created later. While the progressive discoveries of Homeric 
archaeology shed light on the civilisations of the centuries prior 
to the poems and invited reflection in terms of a historical 
perspective, the efforts to identify a diachronic stratification 
gave fruits that have not been lost. Overall, the many studies 
have consolidated the fundamental idea of a developmental 
process through which, by starting out from previous stages, the 
poems gradually acquired the form in which they have come 
down to us: this leads to the essential idea that the I/iad and the 
Odyssey are works of poetry that differ radically from all the 
others we know, and therefore they need to be studied and 
interpreted with particular and specific tools. 

Unitary criticism. A genuine change came about in the 1930s, 
with the rise of the approach to Homer that has characterised 
more recent criticism. Emphasis began to be placed on a unitary 
vision, highlighting the homogeneousness of the Homeric style 
and the overall cohesion of the structure of the poems, while 
features concerning a lack of uniformity affecting the language 
and contents, as well as logical and narrative contradictions or 
incoherent historical and cultural elements, began to be 
disregarded, or explanations were sought on other levels. But 
above all, what was most strongly underscored was the great 
architectural structure that forms the supporting scaffold of the 
Iliad and the Odyssey, calling attention to the subtly interacting 
features of the plot and the narrative framework. In this regard, 
one name stands out above all others: that of Wolfgang 
Schadewaldt, who brilliantly identified the narrative expedients 
of “preparation” and “delay” of an event in the story, showing 


how the interposition of episodes expands the material and the 
time of the narration. In Schadewaldt’s work, attention was also 
drawn to the significance of the internal connections and the 
numerous flashbacks and foreshadowings, which, he believed, 
were indicative of the poet’s personal intention to structure the 
story. That is to say, he felt that in such aspects one could 
perceive the hand of the poet reconfiguring the elements of the 
tradition and supremely guiding the threads of the poem's 
monumental structure. One of the major characteristics of this 
renewed unitarism was respect for the poetic history on which 
the Iliad and the Odyssey were built, and which had strongly 
influenced their formation. For despite the difficulty in 
reconstructing the nature of these earlier phases and their 
relationship with the poems, there remained, and remains, an 
enduring conception that whoever composed the poems must 
have sprung from a certain poetic and cultural background and 
must have benefited from the knowledge of forms and contents 
that were available to him: in short, a dialectic between tradition 
and innovation. 

The 1930s saw the rise of the current of criticism known as 
“Neoanalysis,” which developed above all in the sphere of 
German criticism. This term has come to be used as a means of 
designating an “analytical unitarism,” which takes up again 
philological methods and investigative themes inspired by 
analytical criticism, but converts them into a unitarian approach. 
Neoanalysis sees the Homeric poems as a unitary creation by an 
author, in the full sense of the term. In their effort to grasp the 
genesis and the creative process, Neoanalysts conceive of and 
investigate the precedents of the poems essentially as 
“sources,” viewed as veritable epic poems that were already 
complete and fixed. Thus according to the Neoanalyst 
perspective, the poet of the Iliad and the Odyssey had knowledge 
of, utilised and remodelled such sources, from which he drew 
motifs, materials and flashes of inspiration. Neoanalysts argued 
that the presumed pre-Homeric poems would probably have 
contained the great mythic cycles of Greek culture, first and 
foremost the myth of Troy in all its extension. To reconstruct the 


physiognomy of these earlier traditions, a certain degree of 
information can be derived both from Homer himself, with 
appropriate analytical methods, and also from other texts, 
among which great importance is awarded to all the available 
information concerning the epic Cycle (which we will deal with 
further on, cf. The Archaic Age II 2.1). In more recent 
developments, neo-analytically oriented research has engaged 
in a frequently rather fertile dialectic with research on oral 
poetry, naturally with regard to analysis of the pre-Homeric 
stages of archaic Greek epic, especially as far as the forms of 
content and the narrative themes are concerned. We will return 
to this point shortly, after we have also illustrated the oral 
theory. 

The oral theory. The 1930s were also the period that saw the 
birth of Parry’s oral theory, mentioned earlier (cf. The Archaic 
Age II 1.8). Parry’s approach to the genesis of the poems was 
different and at first it appeared to thrust aside the traditional 
mode of addressing the Homeric question. We have noted, 
however, that in actual fact the problems reappeared in the 
second half of the twentieth century, albeit with different 
aspects and a changed awareness of the issues to be addressed. 
Fundamentally, the aim was to gain insight into the stages and 
mechanisms through which the genetic process came to an end, 
that is to say, how the stage of the definitive fixation of the 
poems was reached, and how it came about that their contents 
were entrusted to the written form and transmitted in this 
manner. Naturally, the question of the relation between the 
poet and the oral tradition inevitably also raised the issue of the 
poet’s originality, which needed to be redefined with different 
criteria in the new framework. As far as the phases prior to the 
Homeric poems are concerned, we may on the one hand 
address the question in unitary terms on account of the unicity 
of the epic poetic tradition (like one single great stream and 
common heritage of diction and materials), while on the other a 
pluralistic phenomenon could be proposed, given the 
multiplicity of texts produced. In addition, as regards the Iliad 
and the Odyssey, which are situated in a terminal phase of such a 


process, they call for a special interpretation and explanation 
based on their own very specific characteristics. Thus the 
Homeric problem, together with the strictly genetic problem, 
revolves around the central problem of how to measure the 
possible incidence of the individuality of a bard in comparison to 
the traditional heritage that constitutes his culture and his store 
of technical-professional expertise. In other words, it is a 
question of delimiting that which is traditional and 
distinguishing it from that which is original and individual 
(stemming from only one or from more than one individuality?) 
within the actual mode of composition of the poems. 

A certain degree of embarrassment was experienced when 
attempting to define the relationship between an oral genesis of 
the poems and the presence of a compositional structure that 
pointed to a careful architectural design. The latter seemed to 
be irreconcilable with bardic improvisation, and was felt to 
belong more properly to the activity of a poet who reflects and 
composes according to a carefully thought-out and pre- 
ordained plan. Furthermore, strong attention was drawn to the 
formal elements (careful stylistic planning, functionalised and 
contextualised re-utilisation of formulas, individual interventions 
in violation of a norm, the selection of the subject-matter and 
the shape of the story, the portrayal of the characters), all of 
which would seem to be incompatible with a total “traditional 
mode” in Parry's sense, and with an improvised oral genesis of 
the poems. 

Thus a more acceptable approach can perhaps be found in 
the position of those who believe that the Homeric poems were 
created at a late stage of the oral epic tradition, when not only 
did composition take place within a pre-defined structural 
framework, but use was also made of mnemonic fixation of at 
least some episodes, and to some extent also of writing. 
Consequently, the poems as we read them today may well 
contain parts that arose at different times and under different 
conditions, but which were assembled, recomposed and re- 
amalgamated by a great poet into a product of unique and 
extraordinary value. The resulting creation has stood the test of 


time above all on account of the monumental dimensions of its 
narrative structure and the enormous historical-cultural breadth 
of its contents. The creative individuality of this poet must also 
have had a fairly marked effect on the heritage of formulas, of 
which he certainly availed himself, also introducing novel and 
significant modifications of his own specifically designed for the 
purpose of more suitably expressing his own language and 
vision. The presence and the complementary coexistence, within 
Homeric diction in the form in which we know it, both of 
formular and of non-formular expressions reveals and identifies 
a tension between the traditional formular system and the 
individual style of a poet, a tension which on the theoretical 
plane can be likened to a type of relationship such as that 
between /angue and parole. 

Without minimally denying the existence and the 
significance of the long oral tradition on whose shoulders the 
Iliad and the Odyssey stood, the birth of these poems can be 
assumed to lie between the declining phase of the oral tradition 
and the beginnings of written epic, in a transitional phase in 
which, while orality and written production may indeed co-exist, 
the former cannot dispense with the latter in the production of a 
great poem, whatever techniques may presumably be adopted 
for its creation. The joint presence of tradition and authorial 
creativity also explains the co-existence, in such a large-scale 
product, of discordant and incongruent elements, despite a 
visible overall unity of the creative intent. It can be argued that, 
if discordant and incongruous findings are the intrinsic elements 
of tradition, aspects such as unity and cohesion are a distinctive 
feature of the “author.” On the assumption that this is correct, 
the poems are likely to have been committed to writing at the 
very moment of their creation, taking into account (as 
mentioned earlier) the likelihood of a certain time gap between 
the Iliad and the Odyssey. 

However, even if the critical discourse is willingly, and 
perhaps somewhat naively, limited to an analysis of the text of 
the poems in the form in which these ancient works have come 
down to us, it nevertheless hardly seems feasible to dismiss out 


of hand the key question: what exactly was the process of 
formation of the Homeric poems, what relation do they have to 
their predecessors, i.e. in what manner were they related to the 
tradition within which they arose? Why does such a problem, 
which - it should be borne in mind - is perfectly normal for any 
work of literature that arises within a traditional code formed of 
previous works, seem so problematic in Homericis? The fact is 
that the special characteristics of this case consist above all in 
our lack of knowledge and the total unavailability of any of the 
predecessors of Homer and his culture. As a result, especially on 
the level of diction and the forms of expression, we are 
constrained to derive the bulk of the information about what we 
call the “poetic tradition” - i.e. the system, the /angue - from our 
knowledge of the Homeric texts. And it is this very information 
that we then use to draw comparisons with the Homeric texts 
themselves. Here there is a risk of a vicious circle, which 
certainly contributes to difficulties, uncertainties and 
proliferation of different opinions. 

The two methodological approaches invoked to address the 
problem described above are on the one hand Neoanalysis 
(which represents critical neounitarianism) and on the other the 
oral theory. These constitute the two approaches to 
investigation of the pre-Homeric adopted in the second half of 
the twentieth century. For several decades these two 
approaches stood in apparently irreconcilable opposition to 
each other, precisely with regard to the crucial issue of the 
conception of the pre-Homeric and the genesis of the poems. 
The oral tradition theory, in its various different currents and 
orientations, regards the poems as springing from a traditional 
body of lore passed down in an oral form that was fluid, within 
which the elements of diction and content belong to a common 
and shared heritage and the products of poetic activity are not 
characterised by authorial individuality. Rather, they exist only 
as an improvised performance achieved by virtue of common 
techniques and knowledge which are in no way fixed or 
preserved. Neoanalysis, on the other hand, adopts an explicitly 
unitarian attitude towards the final product and believes that 


the Iliad (and the Odyssey, although less research has been 
dedicated to the latter in this perspective) is, more or less in the 
form that has come down to us, the work of a great individual 
poet, and thus a genuine “author” who was active and 
composed the work in the final phase of archaic oral epic 
(possible dates in the eighth or beginning of the seventh 
century were mentioned above several times). According to this 
theory, in that period there were already a number of poems in 
existence and in circulation that were fixed as individual works, 
and Homer drew on these works and adapted thematic motifs 
and episodes of various kinds, which can thus be defined as his 
models and his “sources.” 

The parallels (specific elements, entire motifs or even scenes 
and structures) that can be perceived between Homer and 
fragments of the Cycle (or, for that matter, among repeated 
elements in Homer himself) can be regarded either as variants 
of acommon tradition and independent of one another (oral 
theory) or as linked by a relation of dependency on a specific 
source (Neoanalysis). The concept put forward by the oral 
theory, which holds that the themes are “typical,” contrasts with 
the Neoanalytic view that a given motif is likely to have been 
taken from a specific source and reinterpreted in an individual 
manner by another poet. On this point, the two positions 
appeared to be irreconcilable, but over the last twenty-five years 
Or So a rapprochement has taken shape, based on reciprocal 
recognition of the rationale and results of the two research 
orientations. Taken together, a joint Neoanalysis + Oralist 
approach may allow a more unitary vision of the pre-Homeric 
and thus constitute a crucial aspect of the Homeric question in 
the twenty-first century. This line of argument, however, implies 
that two essential points of view must be borne in mind. On the 
one hand stands the idea that at a certain point the evolution of 
Oral poetry reached a phase of fixed texts and was fairly solidly 
memorised, although not yet entrusted to the totally 
unchangeable form of the written word. In this sense, one could 
speak of “gradually fixed performance traditions.” On the other 
side, one can suggest that the “sources” of the Homeric poems 


need not necessarily have been written poems: they could 
instead have been oral poems fixed through memorisation, and 
thus in a form that was no longer impromptu and unstable, 
albeit not (yet) written. But in any case it is important to 
maintain the distinction that contrasts the fundamental 
elements of the theory in its overall conception with the 
individual results concerning specific points, since particular 
issues can be discussed and interpreted in different ways. In this 
perspective and from this point of view, a memorised oral text - 
which is therefore basically stabilised - has the same 
significance as a written text (although in ways and forms not 
identical to those of a totally literate culture) and it can function 
as an individual source or model. Typical scenes or themes from 
the earlier tradition can thus become individual motifs, 
belonging to a specific poetic-narrative context and endowed 
with characteristics unique to that particular poem; or a scene 
may be entirely composed of completely traditional elements 
while nevertheless constituting an individual variation ona 
certain motif; or again, a line may display a blend of 
consolidated and common formulas linked through an original 
and unique intervention. This “evolutionary” vision does not 
impair the value and weight of the improvised oral composition, 
which is fluid in the genesis and the form of the Homeric poems, 
but sets it, as it were, further back in time, in a more distant past 
as compared to the “immediate” pre-Homeric, the latter being 
characterised by oral texts that had become stabilised in form 
and content. There is no need to presuppose a sudden change 
from one situation to another, with a rapid and total substitution 
of the poetic typology. Rather, the development can be 
conceived in terms of a gradual transformation, linked to tastes 
and fashion, or to preferences and knowledges. Evolution of this 
kind had a characteristically slow pace of development in an 
archaic world, and it has thus been suggested that there may 
quite plausibly have been a period of coexistence of forms of 
Oral poetry and forms of poetry entrusted to the written form. 
Greater emphasis on this evolutionary conception in a long-term 
perspective may help to forge a non-traumatic and non- 


Oppositional solution to the ancient dualism inherent in the 
classic question “was it tradition or individual authorship that 
determined the form of the Homeric poems?” It may also give 
weight to the concept expressed earlier according to which 
discordant and incongruous features could be attributable to 
the traditional elements that found their way into the poems, 
whereas the aspects of unity and cohesion are more likely to be 
due to whoever was the “author.” 

There is still one problematic aspect remaining, which we 
cannot afford to disregard, even though only very brief attention 
can be devoted to the matter here. It is the question of the 
Mycenaean or early Archaic dating (roughly speaking, more 
ancient or more recent) of the essential narrative content of the 
Homeric poems and of the Cyclic poems in the forms known to 
us. In other words, how far back in time does the Standard List of 
Events (in German: Faktenkanon) go, i.e. how old is that fixed list 
of events concerning the myth of the Trojan War which 
constitutes the basic canvas of the mythic content of the Trojan 
epic in the overall form reconstructable from the Homeric 
poems + the Cycle? Once again, different positions can be 
outlined, but it can certainly not be ruled out that the basic 
canvas itself underwent some kind of evolution over time. In a 
long-term perspective, some aspects may have been 
transformed, it is conceivable that some episodes and 
characters were eliminated while others were added. Thus we 
may be dealing with a canvas traceable back to an ancient 
Mycenaean origin, modified over time under the thrust of new 
conceptions arising from the subsequent historical periods and 
its circulation in different environments. To give an example, the 
fact that the wrath of Achilles and his clash with Hector are not 
decisive and central events in the Trojan saga, whereas they do 
play a crucial role in the basic canvas that characterises Greek 
epic as we know it (namely the Iliad), could be precisely an 
instance of expansion of a previously more restricted canon. 
Such a change could have arisen from an evolution of epic 
poetry due to new tastes and attitudes, or possibly even from 
the intervention of an author who adapted elements of the 


canon with variations and additions for the purposes of his own 
poem. It could perhaps have been the act of a brilliant and 
innovative bard, who conceivably invented something so 
beautiful and powerful as to modify the Standard List of Events: 
and perhaps we sometimes think of “Homer” precisely along 
these lines. 

I think it may be possible to see an analogy in the forms of 
expression. The tension in Homeric diction between the 
traditional formular system and the individual style of a poet 
tells us that a poetic individuality not only may genuinely exist, 
but that it does exist even within traditional poetry. That is to 
say, the traditional system of expression does not explain and 
does not cover the totality of the individual products, for the 
very reason that it is used by the individual poet in manners that 
can be recognised. The attempt to reduce the full range of 
Homeric diction to the formular system as defined by Parry has 
effectively proven to be impossible, and has made it necessary 
to stretch the concept of formula in various ways in order to 
include material which effectively is not formular, inasmuch as it 
does not belong to the system of the /angue but rather to the 
individual act of parole. 

While from the point of view of the forms of content the 
codified Standard List of Events can be modified by the individual 
poet with the insertion of new episodes and characters, from 
the point of view of the forms of expression the individual poet 
maintains a relation of adaptation to the norm and of individual 
potential differentiation vis a vis the /angue constituted by the 
system of traditional diction. On both planes, to the extent to 
which the innovations are accepted and acquire value, they 
become part of the tradition that is considered valid, codified 
and authoritative: therefore we have a continuous process of 
transformation, which comes about through selection and 
acceptance of innovations, which thus acquire value. In this 
sense the “tradition” can be conceived as necessarily oriented 
towards the present, but not so much in the sense of the legacy 
of the past with which the present enters into conflict: rather the 
“tradition” is best regarded as the sum of the inheritance of the 


past and the innovation of the present. This is the continuous 
process through which a culture transforms an innovation into 
routine and endows it with value. All this certainly does not 
imply that such epoch-making and challenging problems have 
been solved, at least on the theoretical level, but it can certainly 
be said that today the ancient Homeric question seems to be 
moving along research lines delineated in a fairly transparent 
manner. 


1.9.4 The present-day picture of the Homeric question 


If we cast our glance back over the centuries, it can be observed 
that the history of Homeric studies has experienced basically 
four stages: 


The first is that of philology in the Hellenistic Age, which 
had a decisive influence on the trim of the text, especially 
on the number of verses, and marked a fundamental 
stage in the history of transmission and interpretation. 
The second can be identified with F.A. Wolf, who (with 
the predecessors we have highlighted) in the last years 
of the eighteenth century laid the scientific-philological 
bases of the Homeric question in the Modern Age and of 
the subsequent divergences between Analyst and 
Unitarians. 

The third was opened by the fruitful excavations 
conducted by H. Schliemann, with the archaeological 
discoveries of the city of Troy and the Mycenaean world; 
the enormous consequences that arose from the results 
of the excavations are still ongoing. 

The fourth was due to the work of M. Parry and A.B. 
Lord, with the breakthrough represented by the theory 
of the oral tradition and its variegated developments, 


still extensively under investigation. 


Briefly summarising the observations put forward concerning 
recent Homeric studies, it needs to be said that the present-day 
face of the Homeric question can be condensed into three 
essential factors, as follows: 


The first refers to the outcome of the archaeological 
discoveries, with the various aspects of the historical- 
archaeological problem that point to a relationship 
between Homer and the Mycenaean world, the downfall 
of the latter and the subsequent centuries of the Hellenic 
Middle Ages (material, historical-social and cultural 
aspects). These issues effectively opened a new chapter 
in the centuries-old problem of the relationship between 
Homeric poetry and history, and made it increasingly 
clear that the Homer-history relationship differed from 
that between Homer and archaeology. Archaeologists 
and historians raise different questions and often are not 
seeking to obtain the same answers. Another related line 
of enquiry is the historical-linguistic problem sparked by 
the deciphering of Mycenaean, with the ensuing studies 
in the history of Greek up to the known phase of the 
Homeric language: in short, the problems associated 
with the very early phases of the history and language of 
ancient Greece, from the second half of the second 
millennium B.C. (Bronze Age) up to the high Archaic Age 
and the last phase of formation of the poems (eighth to 
seventh century). 


The second factor involves the complex set of questions 
prompted and stimulated by studies on oral poetry, with 
the underlying query as to whether the historically 
innovative impact of the work of Parry and Lord should 
be regarded as having ground-breaking significance or 
should be awarded only limited relevance. Studies on 


orality concern both the forms of expression (the diction: 
formulas, language and metre) and also the forms of 
content (the formularity or typicality of the “themes,” of 
the scenes, of the descriptive and narrative elements, as 
well as of the recurrent structures). In addition, attention 
is paid to the difficulty involved in defining the genesis, 
character and transmission of the poems within a 
framework as defined here above, and above all in 
identifying and making good use, for the purpose of 
exegesis, of the relationship between tradition and 
invention. There are basically two questions still in need 
of a reliable answer: 1) the attempt to grasp the nature 
of putative intermediate phases and their presumable 
consequences in the transition from a totally oral and 
improvised form of poetry to its written fixing in the 
poems and their subsequent transmission, and what 
these aspects have involved in the poetic form; 2) how to 
assess the hiatus between an anonymous and 
undifferentiated tradition, which supplies singers with 
the common instrument of expression, and the 
individual contribution of whoever stands on the 
finishing line of the process of formation of the poems. 
What, one may ask, are the margins and the realisations 
of the poetic individuality of a singer who finds himself 
on this line? The most advanced point of an oralist vision 
consists in the belief that it was not until the Hellenistic 
Age, with the editorial activity of the Alexandrian 
philologists, that the poems became genuinely 
consolidated and fixed as we read them. Until that time, 
according to such an argument, the Homeric text is more 
likely to have been a sort of “multitext,” i.e. a multiform 
text, subject to various degrees of fluctuation, the final 
manifestation of which would have been represented by 
the numerous variants still recorded in the Alexandrian 
Age. This approach rejects any real idea of creative 
individuality and authoriality for a text fixed at sucha 
late date in comparison to the distant origins of archaic 


Greek epic: Homeric poetry, or rather, archaic Greek 
epic, is here conceived as a system that could be realised 
in innumerable variations, of which the I/iad and the 
Odyssey are two exemplars. The greatest representative 
and recognised leader of this position is the American 
scholar Gregory Nagy. 


The third essential factor in the present-day face of the 
Homeric question is the movement towards 
Neounitarianism that acquired strength from around the 
1930s. Strongly insisting on the concept of the structural 
cohesion of the poems, and in many of its studies 
extensively influenced by Oralist considerations, 
Neounitarianism went to great lengths to highlight the 
incidence of creative poetic individuality: it was this 
creative force, Neounitarianism maintained, that had 
been capable of performing strikingly original 
interventions in the heritage of expressions and content 
that were proper to the epic tradition. Thus in the 
Neounitarian perspective, it was precisely this stroke of 
creative genius and poetic individuality that was 
responsible for a grandiose and complex narrative 
framework, highly original and remote from the bardic 
songs of the previous tradition, irrespective of whether 
they were improvised or fixed. A significant part of 
Neounitarianism is represented by Neoanalysis, which 
over time has become the expression of various different 
approaches: in this regard, its influence over Homeric 
criticism is not always fully explicit and declared, 
especially in treatments dealing above all with the 
mythic-narrative contents of the poems. 


Within the current Neounitarian framework, an authoritative 
position that has been assumed in recent decades is that of the 
English philologist Martin Litchfield West, recently deceased. He 
maintains that the I/iad and the Odyssey are epic poems 
conceived on an exceptionally vast scale (thus showing a crucial 


difference as compared to the shorter traditional compositions), 
and that they were composed and written over a period of many 
years, each by a single poet. This would imply that they were 
written down at the very moment of their final composition, by 
poets educated in the tradition of oral poetry to which their 
predecessors belonged (this may have taken place by means of 
dictation to a professional scribe). Subsequently, a veritable 
interpolation was added to the Iliad, namely Book X (the 
Dolonia), while the Odyssey was maintained in the form in which 
it was composed by its author, who was seeking to emulate the 
Iliad as a monumental poem. One particular and innovative 
feature of West’s hypothesis consists in his revival not only of 
nineteenth-century Unitarian criticism but also of nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century analytical criticism, whose results, 
however, he utilises in a different manner, bending them, as it 
were, in a unitarian direction. Thus while the analysts, taken 
together, highlighted the compositional stratification of the 
Homeric poems - noting that it displayed varying degrees of 
complexity - this stratification is now seen as linked to the 
different phases of the artistic life and poetic activity of a single 
author. In this vision of the course of events, what is significant 
is the total and extraordinary faith in modern philology’s 
capacity to reconstruct the creative process which, over a 
prolonged period of time, enabled the two poets to compose 
their two masterpieces. Specifically, the assumption is that they 
did not write the poems in a single progression, but worked on 
them for many years, modifying them and refining them, 
endowing them with a veritable authorial stratification. This 
more than considerable methodological and rationalist certainty 
goes so far as to say that the I/iad was written approximately 
between 680 and 640, and the Odyssey in the last third of the 
seventh century by a poet who may have lived in Attica or in 
Euboea, who had travelled extensively throughout the Greek 
world (though he knew very little about the interior areas of the 
Peloponnese) and who was well acquainted with the Iliad and 
the poems of the Cycle. It is important also to underline the 
“late” dating proposed (mentioned above), which amounts to 


the suggestion that the Homeric poems were more or less 
contemporaries of Hesiod (or indeed, to some extent even later) 
and also of the more ancient lyric poets such as Archilochus (cf. 
The Archaic Age III 2.2). Here we would add only that the 
alternative between Attica and Euboea hides, or rather reflects, 
another alternative: namely, the contrast between the 
importance traditionally awarded to Athens as an essential place 
through which the Homeric poems passed as they took on the 
form in which they have come down to us (cf. The Archaic Age II 
1.3.5, 1.9.1 and 1.9.3), versus the more recent (starting from the 
final decades of the twentieth century) emphasis on Euboea as 
the place where the poems were fixed or, conceivably, where 
they were actually composed. The evidence on which this 
contemporary suggestion is based is derived from the most 
ancient written documents of first-millennium Greek and from 
archaeological documentation that has yielded particularly 
important information in a number of centres of the island for 
the period in question (cf. Introduction 3.2). 

It would thus appear that in the panorama of current 
Homeric studies two extreme poles have come into existence, or 
perhaps have come back into existence. Thus on the one hand, 
individual authoriality disappears in the idea of an anonymous 
system, of a multitext fixed only at a very late date and ata 
considerable distance from the creative phase of archaic Greek 
epic, while on the other there is firm belief that only one single 
author, in the full sense of the term, composed each of the two 
poems - one having composed the Iliad, and another the 
Odyssey. In the former case, great faith is displayed in the 
modern scholar’s ability to imagine and retrace (with an 
important anthropological aspect) the long-drawn-out life of a 
very ancient poetic tradition that is practically devoid of 
documentation; in the latter case, there is enormous trust in the 
armaments of scientific philology, with such a stubbornly 
rationalistic attitude as to become extreme or even risky as 
regards the highly detailed reconstructions it produces. This 
sovereign faith in the tools of research and reason has at times 
produced dramatically opposed hypotheses, as remote from 


one another as can conceivably be imagined. The middle ground 
between these two poles, which can arguably be described as 
the opposite extremes, continues to be occupied by a broad 
span of possibilities, with emphasis placed more on the weight 
and value of the poetic tradition or on the personality and 
intervention of the last poet. Centuries of important and 
significant breakthroughs in knowledge have left the fascination 
of the Homeric problem intact: it remains a challenge and an 
unsurpassable intellectual training ground. 

As we have already pointed out a number of times, one 
common feature of these studies is the effort, intention and 
delight in seeking to catch a glimpse of what lies behind the 
Homer we know, endeavouring to understand how the genetic 
process of the poems took shape and how many phases were 
involved in their development, in short to discover the 
appearance of the pre-Homeric that escapes our grasp. In fact, 
the relation between this final product and the tradition on 
whose shoulders it stands has always been the crux of the 
problem: even in antiquity the early scholars had raised a series 
of questions concerning what was before Homer. Thus the 
history of the Homeric question still appears to us (in its past 
forms no less than in its present guise) as the history of 
numerous attempts to draw comparisons between Homer and 
his predecessors, in a word to appraise him in the context of his 
culture, and to imagine what there was before the Iliad and the 
Odyssey. The basic aspiration is forever the same: to gain insight 
into how these poems arose and to interpret them within a 
system and a code with which they engaged (as is natural for 
any literary work) in a dialectical relation of tradition-innovation. 

That being said, it should certainly not be forgotten, when 
pondering these issues with the eyes of historians of civilisation 
and of thought, that the continuity with the most momentous 
consequences, at least from our point of view, is the very fact of 
the amazingly rich heritage of Homer. It is a bounteous legacy 
that offers the potential to share in all that Homer has signified 
uninterruptedly throughout the centuries and millennia of 
culture that have followed in his wake: from the rhapsodes who 


recited the poems and, on such occasions, to some extent 
interpreted them, to the early thinkers who studied or criticised 
his representation of the divine, or the school masters who 
helped the fifth-century-B.C. Athenian boys to spell out and 
understand the Homeric words, not to mention the first texts 
written for the purposes of exegesis or the first poets and artists 
who drew inspiration from him for their own works, right up to 
our own days, along the whole span of the entire formidable 
river whose course has flowed through the millennia. 


1.10 Homer “Minor” 
1.10.1 Pseudo-Homeric works 


The conventional character of a denomination such as that of 
Homer “Minor” is all too evident. It is used as a blanket term to 
refer to various works not belonging to the epic genre, which in 
antiquity were said to be associated with Homer in various ways 
- naturally, apart from all the problems raised by the attribution 
of various poems of the Cycle: we will address these matters 
subsequently. It should be borne in mind that at a certain point 
(this is testified by Aristotle in Poetics) only the Margites (cf. The 
Archaic Age II 1.10.3) remained stably among the works 
considered to be authentically Homeric, together with the Iliad 
and the Odyssey. That the other works attributed to Homer date 
roughly speaking from later than the major poems is generally 
not disputed. 


1.10.2 The Homeric Hymns 


Considerably greater importance is awarded to the corpus of 
the Hymns, which have been preserved through a stroke of luck 
because a scholar of the late antique period conceived the idea 
of putting together an anthology of Greek hymnic poetry, which 
included the hymnographic works of authors from fairly distant 
ages such as Homer, Orpheus, Callimachus and the 


Neoplatonist Proclus (fifth century), all of which have been 
preserved by this fortuitous event. When and by the hand of 
whom the collection of the Hymns of Homer was assembled 
remains unknown. It consists of 33 compositions dedicated to 
the gods of the Hellenic pantheon, composed in hexameters in 
the epic style, strongly differentiated from one another both in 
content and length. In effect, the uneven character of the 
collection also points to a fairly late origin: thus the assumption, 
embraced by some, that it was put together no earlier than the 
fourth century B.C. or conceivably even in the Hellenistic Age, is 
probably justified, as is the view that additional insertions may 
have taken place. As regards the chronological limits that can 
plausibly be put forward as its latest date, reference is often 
made to the Hymn to Ares (VIII), which is unlikely to date from 
earlier than the first century B.C., but the collection as a whole 
contains works from a wide range of eras, some of which are 
undoubtedly of fairly respectable antiquity. 

In addition to being known as Hymns (this was the title 
chosen by the unknown author of the collection and is justified 
not only by ancient citations but also by terminological 
conventions present both in the exordium and the valediction of 
some of the Hymns), the poems in question were also known as 
Proems. The reason for this designation is that when epic 
narrations were performed - typically, on the occasion of 
solemn festivities - the rhapsodes would perform a song, known 
as the “proem,” in honour of a divinity. Thus if the corpus that 
has come down to us originates from a collection of “proems” 
designed for rhapsodic recitations, this (together with the 
difference in the period) may contribute to explaining their 
uneven character, given the strong likelihood that a hymn and 
its execution was to some extent made to fit the circumstances. 
Moreover, the Hymns often also represent a source of great 
importance for insight into archaic Greek mythology and 
religion. 

The complete structure consists of a laudatory opening in 
honour of the divinity to whom the hymn is dedicated (this is the 
part defined as the proem), followed by a narrative part of 


mythic content and a valediction (sometimes in the form of a 
prayer). However, many of the hymns are composed only of the 
proem and the closure, and thus lack the extensive interposed 
narrative section, which has the character of a broad-ranging 
compositional form, probably the outcome of a mature 
evolution. 

The most characteristic examples in the Homeric Hymns are 
the four major hymns. The Hymn to Demeter (II) is dedicated to 
the cult of the goddess at Eleusis: its mythic part tells of the 
abduction of the daughter of the goddess, Kore or Persephone, 
who was ravished by Hades. It describes Demeter’s search for 
her and the solution according to which Kore will spend part of 
the year with her mother and part in the Underworld with 
Hades. The Hymn to Hermes (IV), which has a slightly humorous 
and playful tone, tells about the various events in the god's life, 
from his birth to the theft of Apollo’s cattle and his gift of the 
lyre to Apollo. As regards the Hymn to Aphrodite (V), it has been 
noted that its formular heritage is particularly close to that of 
the poems: the similarity can be particularly appreciated in the 
narration of the romantic meeting between the goddess and 
Anchises, which leads to the birth of Aeneas and the prophecy 
by the goddess concerning their descendants (196-201). A 
significant parallel to this episode can be found in the analogous 
prophecy of Book XX of the Iliad (306-308), according to which 
the Aeneads will reign over the Troad in the centuries to come. 

Special mention should also be made of the Hymn to Apollo 
(III), which is divided into two parts, one dedicated to Apollo 
Delius, worshipped in the sanctuary on the island of Delos 
where Leto gave birth to the god, and the other to Apollo 
Pythicus, worshipped in the sanctuary of Delphi; the theme of 
this part of the story focuses on the establishment of the cult of 
the god. It has long been debated whether these two pieces 
were a single unified composition or two different works which 
only at a later stage were placed physically alongside each 
other, with an intervention of redactional “suture” at Il. 179-181, 
and scholars have often highlighted the stylistic differences 
between the two sections. It is the hymn for which there exists 


the greatest number of ancient testimonies, but this raises a 
number of problems concerning the history of its composition 
and the form in which it has come down to us. The story related 
in the Contest of Homer and Hesiod (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.2) 
narrates that Homer sang it on Delos, and the first line is cited; 
the historian Thucydides (III 104) mentions it as a work by 
Homer and cites two passages from it; other citations are found 
in later authors (Athenaeus, Pausanias, Aelius Aristides). On the 
other hand, an ancient commentary on Pindar (Nemean II 1) 
says that the rhapsode Cynaethus of Chios composed the Hymn 
to Apollo that is attributed to Homer, while another commentary 
seems to allude, instead, to interventions by Cynaethus on an 
already existing text. Since Cynaethus was active at the end of 
the sixth century B.C., this period would appear to be the most 
valid dating of the hymn. In the hymn itself, at the end of the 
first part, the author defines himself as “a blind man” who “lives 
on rocky Chios: all of his songs remain supreme afterwards” 
(172 ff.). These elements of identification with the codified 
image of the singer Homer (often defined in ancient times as 
“the man / the bard / the blind man of Chios”), together with 
the explicit attributions mentioned above, have often led to the 
suggestion that Cynaethus was perhaps a member of the 
particularly important rhapsodic fellowship of the Homeridae of 
Chios, which may have played a significant role in the tradition 
of Homeric poetry. 

In addition to the above hymns, which are the major works 
of the collection in terms of importance and length, it is also 
worth mentioning the Hymn to Dionysus (VII) and, additionally, 
the Hymn to Pan (XIX). Another interesting case is that of Hymn I, 
likewise dedicated to Dionysus, of which we have the opening 
phrases and a closure. Its intervening narrative section is 
believed to have been lost. The other hymns are much shorter, 
at times with fewer than ten lines. 

The dating of all the Homeric Hymns is extremely problematic 
and often completely uncertain. The most ancient ones would 
appear to be the Hymn to Demeter and the Hymn to Aphrodite, for 
which there is general agreement on the seventh century B.C., 


and thus not far from the poems. For the Hymn to Dionysus (1) it 
is thought (albeit with disagreements) that a date between the 
seventh and sixth century is the most plausible; for the Hymn to 
Apollo scholars incline towards the sixth century and for the 
Hymn to Hermes some scholars allow a date as late as the fifth 
century, but an earlier dating cannot be ruled out. Extreme 
uncertainty is manifested with regard to the other two pieces, 
namely the Hymn to Dionysus (VII) and the Hymn to Pan (XIX): a 
dating later than the fourth century is regarded as untenable, 
while the Hymn to Dionysus (VII) has on occasion even been 
considered as the most ancient. 

Thus the most ancient compositions are not far removed 
from the era of the major poems, although there is general 
agreement that they should in any case be regarded as later 
even than the Odyssey (discussion concerning priority basically 
focuses only on some parts of the poems which, rightly or 
wrongly, are held to be sections of more recent origin). Datings 
to such early periods are of course of notable importance, not 
only from the historical-religious points of view but also from 
the perspective of stylistics and for the history of epic diction. 
The heritage in terms of modes of expression (language, metre, 
formulas) is generally that of Homeric epic, although it is by no 
means devoid of innovations and divergences that can at times 
be quite significant. Some scholars argue that the most ancient 
hymns date back as far as a form of composition that was still 
oral, although not only their dating (which is definitely later than 
the poems) but also their characteristics make it difficult to 
assign them to a framework of orality which appears to be 
already in decline in the Homeric poems themselves. In this 
chronological context, a highly effective definition has been 
devised on the basis of linguistic-stylistic study, namely a sub- 
epic stage of formular diction, which is felt to include the works 
of Hesiod and, overall, the poems of the Cycle in their final 
redaction. The ensuing chronological picture, in its general 
configuration, is widely accepted and acceptable as far as the 
linguistic-stylistic aspects are concerned (disregarding, in this 
context, the question of the dating of the composition of the 


poems: cf. The Archaic Age II 1.3.5) 
1.10.3 The Margites 


The Margites, which in antiquity was tenaciously and 
authoritatively argued to be an authentic work by Homer, 
unfortunately has not come down to us, with the exception of a 
few fragments (frr. 7-9 West = 9-11 Gostoli). It was a short poem 
whose protagonist is a figure of fun called Margites (a telling 
name, from yapyos, margos, “stupid”), who repeatedly gets into 
all sorts of trouble and misadventures: he is clearly a 
counterbalancing figure who offsets the protagonists of the epic 
poems, inverting their heroic and solemn deeds and turning 
them into comedy. It is a pity that more cannot be known about 
this work, because there are many interesting features on the 
formal plane as well, involving not only the language but also 
the irregular alternation of hexameters and iambic trimeters. 
For instance, an unexpected parallel of this alternation has been 
found in the inscription on the famous drinking cup of Ischia, 
conventionally known as “Nestor’s Cup,” dating from the 
second half of the eighth century B.C., which is made up of two 
hexameters and a trimeter (cf. Introduction 3.2). This could point 
to a remarkably early date for the short poem (seventh century 
B.C.?), although it is difficult to find other confirmatory evidence. 
The sixth century has been indicated as the most likely 
chronology. The parody effect must have been accentuated by 
the anti-heroic and probably “bourgeois” setting, together with 
the metrical alternation and the probable presence of lower 
register language elements interspersed with higher register 
features suggesting an imitation of epic style. 

Attribution of this comic work to Homer was staunchly 
supported by Aristotle, and it responded to the historical-literary 
vision which saw the first and most authoritative poet as the 
fountainhead of all the later forms, both tragic and comic. But in 
antiquity Homer was not univocally considered to be the author 
of the Margites: on occasion the work was attributed to a poet by 


the name of Pigres of Halicarnassus (also the author, in the view 
of some scholars, of the Batrachomyomachia). The possibility 
that the real author was actually Xenophanes of Colophon has 
recently been put forward, and within the history of studies on 
this subject it remains a conjectural attribution. 


1.10.4 The Batrachomyomachia 


In contrast to the absence of the Margites, we do have - ina 
surprising number of manuscripts that present notable 
divergences - the Batrachomyomachia (that is to say Battle of 
Frogs and Mice), a small poem in barely more than 300 
hexameters that tells of the war between frogs and mice, which 
had broken out because one day the king of the frogs, who 
happened to be carrying a mouse on his back, had dived down 
under water at the sight of a water snake, with the result that 
his “passenger” died. The occasion of the war and the battle 
scenes, with re-utilisation of epic language and situations but 
with a totally comic content, define the parodistic character of 
the overall story (although with different characters as 
compared to what it has been possible to reconstruct of the 
Margites). In antiquity this small poem was attributed to Homer 
(and for a prolonged period of time, the tradition considered it 
to be one of his very early works) or to the above mentioned 
Pigres of Halicarnassus. As regards its dating, the history of 
studies on this work has oscillated between an early date (even 
as early as the sixth or fifth century B.C.) to the full-blown 
Hellenistic Age; today, criticism has settled mainly on the first 
century B.C., thus tending towards the later period. Its fame is 
due partly also to the interest shown in this work by Giacomo 
Leopardi, who considered it to be extremely beautiful even 
though it was dated to a period much later than Homer. 
Leopardi translated it into Italian and composed a sequel 
entitled Paralipomena of the Batrachomyomachia (Paralipomeni 
della Batracomiomachia). 

Overall, then, what seems to be delineated is an area of 


heroicomic poetry, for which Homer was given credit. The 
difficulties involved in the contextualisation of this genre are 
aggravated by the fact that the overwhelming proportion of 
parodic Greek poetry is lost: different traditions pointed to 
Hipponax or other even more recent poets as the inventors of 
the parody of epic (Athenaeus XV 698b). However, the above 
mentioned historical-literary derivation, codified by Aristotle in 
the Poetics, saw in Homer the genesis of both of the dramatic 
forms: tragedy from the Iliad and the Odyssey and comedy from 
the comic work Margites. And this may perhaps help to explain 
this entire line of interpretation as an erudite operation 
designed to sketch a concrete image in the Homeric context that 
could lie at the root also of the comedy and of the comic. 


1.10.5 The Homeric Epigrams 


The most extensive of the Lives of Homer that have come down 
to us, the pseudo-Herodotean Life of Homer (cf. The Archaic Age II 
1.2), comprises 15 short compositions, conventionally defined as 
Epigrams, written in hexameters and attributed to the poet, who 
is said to have composed them in various different 
circumstances of his life (some are also found under the entry 
“Homer” of the Suda lexicon, and two in The Contest of Homer 
and Hesiod, see The Archaic Age II 1.2): the content and length of 
the epigrams are extremely varied, in some cases the 
biographical references adapt to the context, while in other 
cases their placement gives the impression of being quite 
arbitrary. As far as the above mentioned Life is concerned, 
datings from the beginning of the Alexandrian Age up to the 
second century A.D. have been put forward: that means that it is 
difficult to establish its precise chronological position; the 
epigrams, taken in and of themselves, definitely display post- 
Homeric character, but it would seem that nothing forces us to 
suppose a very late date of production (i.e. Alexandrian or even 
more recent). Some scholars date back these epigrams as far as 
the rhapsodic tradition and suppose they have been composed 


even before the fifth century. It is extremely difficult to make a 
decision: what may have happened is that poetic compositions 
which for one reason or another became sufficiently renowned 
as to become linked to the name of Homer - and could perhaps 
even advance a claim to descend from the rhapsodic tradition - 
were reutilised in the creation of biographical-erudite products; 
these in turn then gave shape to well-known tales concerning 
the life of the poet, as we saw at the beginning of this chapter 
(and see The Archaic Age II 1.2). 


2 The epic cycles and post-Homeric epic 
2.1 The epic cycles 
2.1.1 Characteristics and themes 


The ancients loved to organise into “cycles” some of the most 
extensive sagas of their cultural tradition, especially those with 
multi-branching structures. The Cycles were groups of poems 
which, taken together, tended to encompass the entire 
sequence of events of a protracted myth: hence the idea of 
completeness suggested by the concept of circularity intrinsic in 
the term “cycle.” Tales forming part of a rich and wide-ranging 
assortment of mythic contents were told in epic poems dating 
from different eras and displaying variegated complexity: today, 
however, all we have are just small fragments or very patchy 
evidence. 

One important thematic nucleus consisted of the primordial 
stories of the origins of the world, of the most ancient goings-on 
of the gods, starting from the union of heaven-Uranus with 
earth-Gaia, the successions of divine generations and the 
squabbles among the divinities that had taken place in an earlier 
era, the clashes between the Olympian gods and the Titans, up 
to the definitive establishment of the reign of Zeus. We have 
only scanty information on two presumed “cyclical” works, 


namely a Theogony and a Titanomachy, but there were surely a 
number of poems of this type in existence during the Archaic 
Age, though the only one to have come down to us is the 
Theogony of Hesiod. This is, obviously, an independent work in 
its own right, but it is not devoid of allusions, here and there, to 
ancient contests among the gods and to events that took place 
prior to the established “Olympian” situation of the pantheon 
and of Homeric religion. 

The stories of Heracles were thought to be chronologically 
earlier than the Trojan tales: the Homeric poems themselves 
display knowledge of at least some quite substantial part of the 
Heraclean works. Judging by the allusions, one is led to presume 
the existence of poems with contents making reference to such 
stories. In Iliad XI 655-705 mention is made of Heracles’ 
expedition against Pylos, and the Iliadic text states that this 
event occurred when Nestor was a boy; in Iliad XIX 74-138 and 
XV 638-640 there is a reference to the birth of Heracles, of 
Eurystheus and of the famous labours; in Iliad VUI 357-380 the 
capture of Hades’ dog is called to mind; in Iliad XIV 249-279 and 
XV 24 ff. we find a reference to Heracles’ return from his 
expedition against Troy, i.e. the expedition that ensued from the 
deceitfulness of Laomedon. 

Another element that was evidently quite well known, as 
testified by its mention in Odyssey XII 69 ff., is the saga of the 
Argonauts, namely the story of the group of heroes led by Jason 
who skippered the ship Argo as far as Colchis in order to take 
possession of the Golden Fleece. It is worth noting that the 
representation of Odysseus’ peregrinations is quite widely felt 
to be considerably indebted to these more ancient stories of sea 
voyages with their amazing adventures. Accordingly, the 
existence of an epos of the Argonauts is generally taken as well- 
founded. 

The events that befell Agamemnon and his family after the 
Trojan war are the object of a few passages in the Odyssey (1 35 
ff.; III 192 ff. and 248 ff.; IV 514 ff.; XXIV 199 ff.): they belong to 
another great saga, that of the Atreids, which is perhaps the 
most frequently mentioned among those alluded to in the 


Homeric poems. That this saga is intermingled with the events 
surrounding the Trojan War is guaranteed by the figure of 
Agamemnon: the departure of the expedition is marked by the 
sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia, and its return by 
Agamemnonr’s violent death at the hand of his faithless wife 
Clytemnestra. 

For two great mythic sagas, the Theban Cycle and the Trojan 
Cycle, we are in a position to assert that we have fairly extensive 
knowledge on the poems that structured and codified the 
contents of these sagas into broad-ranging epic-narrative cycles. 

The Theban Cycle centred around the endeavours of Oedipus 
and his descendants; the contents were later taken up again by 
poets such as Stesichorus (who also sang themes of the Trojan 
Cycle) and by the dramatic authors (Sophocles and Euripides, 
among the tragedies that have been preserved; and many 
others, among those that are lost). There can be no doubt that 
Homer was aware of a version of the Oedipus saga as well, since 
clear allusions to this work can be found in Iliad IV 364-421 and 
XXIII 376-382 and in Odyssey XI 271-280. As far as we know, the 
Theban Cycle comprised three or four poems, of which there 
remains very little evidence and a handful of lines. The first 
poem was the Oedipodia, which evidently contained stories 
concerning Oedipus, though we do not know what range of 
themes was involved; the Thebaid basically dealt with facts that 
occurred after the death of Oedipus, namely the struggle 
between Eteocles and Polynices and the war of the Seven 
against Thebes; the Epigoni told of the second war of Thebes, 
waged ten years later by the sons of the Seven, who in fact were 
known as Epigoni. We also have knowledge of the existence of a 
fourth poem, entitled the A/cmaeonid, which presumably focused 
on the events surrounding Alcmaeon, one of the Epigoni, son of 
the soothsayer Amphiaraus. 

One gains the impression, from the sources, that the 
concept of a “cycle” was regarded as having greater 
significance, in that it aimed to build up a higher unit that would 
be able to encompass a variety of myths. For instance, a great 
narrative concatenation could begin from the primordial stages 


of the sky and the earth (Uranus and Gaia), narrating the most 
ancient stories of the generations of the gods, their power 
struggles, the formation of the world. This collection of themes 
on the origins may well have been included in poems entitled 
Theogony and Titanomachy, but their characteristics and length 
are totally unknown to us; moreoever, it is quite likely that they 
may have existed in different versions. Since the events 
described in the Theban saga were chronologically earlier than 
those of Troy, in the ideal macro-cyclical succession the poems 
of the Theban Cycle preceded those of the Trojan Cycle. 
Furthermore, some of the Epigoni of the second war against 
Thebes later took part as Achaean fighters in the Trojan War: 
Diomedes, Sthenelus, Euryalos are characters who appear in the 
Iliad. In this case the stages of mythic time (which, it should be 
noted, not infrequently leaves contradictions unresolved if 
considered on a strictly realistic chronological plane) would 
appear to have been fairly coherent and to have positioned the 
poems forming part of the Theban Cycle prior to the events of 
Troy, to which the Theban Cycle is connected by virtue of some 
characters who are present in both works. In effect, the poetic- 
literary form respects this fundamental structure, which the 
testimony of the Iliad shows to date back to rather ancient 
times. Therefore, the Theban Cycle was indeed followed by the 
Trojan Cycle, with its eight poems, thus completing the narration 
of the events concerning the soldiers returning from Troy. 

A lucky coincidence allows us to obtain knowledge 
concerning a well structured epic-narrative arrangement of the 
entire material of the Trojan Cycle in eight poems: Cypria, Iliad, 
Aethiopis, Little Iliad, Iliu Persis (Destruction of Ilium), Nostoi 
(Returns), Odyssey, Telegony. Of these, only the I/iad and the 
Odyssey are known to us, while for the others we have no more 
than a few fragments and a brief summary of the content of 
each one. These providential short remnants have survived 
thanks above all to the succinct notes in the Chrestomathy of 
Proclus (who can be identified with a second century A.D. 
grammarian). Taken as a whole, this assemblage covers the 
entire range of events, from the birth in Troy of Paris, the son of 


Priam and Hecuba, up to the death of Odysseus, the last of the 
war heroes to return home. 

In Proclus’ summary of the first poem, entitled Cypria, the 
story opens with a mere passing reference to Zeus’s intention to 
trigger the Trojan war. Here one finds no indication of the 
reasons behind this decision, but other sources inform us that 
precisely at the beginning of the Cypria there was a discussion 
about Earth which, such sources tells us, complained of being 
overburdened by an excess of men and their wickedness, and 
begged Zeus to lighten the burden. Zeus, so the story continues, 
then contrived to hatch first the war of Thebes and 
subsequently the Trojan War (in this manner the two story lines, 
already related in the macrostructure of the Cycle, were further 
connected by an additional link which in a sense forged an even 
stronger association). This clue allows us to gain an idea of how 
uninspiring Proclus’ summaries are in comparison to what must 
have been the real contents of the poems we have lost. 

The summary then turns immediately to the wedding of the 
sea goddess Thetis with the mortal Peleus (the future parents of 
Achilles). This account of the events thus neglects another 
starting point of the story, namely the birth of Paris from his 
parents Priam and Hecuba. Another version, perhaps of a later 
date, narrated that the queen of Troy, pregnant with Paris, had 
dreamt she gave birth to a burning ember, which was going to 
burn down the whole of Troy. However, Priam, the father, could 
not resign himself to decreeing the unborn infant’s death and 
contented himself with sending him out from the city, decreeing 
that he should go and live in the fields. This precedent provides 
an explanation of the fact that Paris/Alexander was living as a 
shepherd on Mount Ida at the time of the above mentioned 
wedding and of the episode of the contest in which he was 
called upon to fulfil the function of the judge. 

The events are said to have unfolded as follows. During the 
banquet in which all the gods had gathered on Mount Pelion in 
Thessaly to celebrate the wedding of Peleus and Thetis, Discord 
- she had been overlooked in the invitations - set in motion a 
contest among the three goddesses Hera, Athena and 


Aphrodite, to decide which of them was the most beautiful. 
Young Paris, who lived on Mount Ida, was called upon to act as 
the judge in the beauty contest. He gave Aphrodite the apple 
destined for the most beautiful one, as a symbol of primacy, and 
in return he received the love of Helen, the beautiful wife of 
Menelaus, the king of Sparta. After a fleet had been built, Paris 
arrived in the Peloponnese and then to Sparta, where he was 
welcomed into the home of Menelaus. Seizing the opportunity 
of the king’s absence, Aphrodite contrived to ensure that love 
blossomed between Helen and Paris, who fled from Sparta 
under cover of night, taking with them a great store of wealth 
and valuables. 

After the lovers Paris and Helen had sought refuge in Troy, 
Menelaus obtained the solidarity of his brother Agamemnon 
and of numerous other kings of Greece, in order to set up an 
expedition against Troy. An army commanded by Agamemnon 
gathered in Aulis, on the coast of Boeotia, from whence they set 
off towards Priam’s city. After sundry events and wars, which 
saw the flotilla setting foot in various localities, the Greek fleet 
found itself once again in Aulis. It was at this point that 
Agamemnon, having slain a deer, boasted he had performed 
better than Artemis, but this aroused the goddess’s wrath, and 
she whipped up a storm that prevented the fleet from setting 
sail. The soothsayer Calchas explained that Agamemnon’s 
daughter, Iphigenia, had to be sacrificed to Artemis. Her father 
gave his consent to the sacrifice, but the goddess saved the 
young girl by withdrawing her from the sacrificial altar and 
replacing her with a female deer. The army set off and landed 
on the island of Tenedos, where the hero Philoctetes was bitten 
by a snake: on account of the nauseating smell given off by the 
wound, the Greeks abandoned him on the island of Lemnos. 
Eventually, the expedition reached Troy and besieged the city for 
nine years, during which a whole range of episodes took place, 
only very scantily outlined by Proclus. This marked the end of 
the content of the Cypria, the poem that formed the link with the 
Iliad, which relates episodes of the ninth year of the war and 
comes to a close with the killing of Hector by Achilles. 


Subsequently, the Aethiopis told of the arrival of the 
Amazons guided by Queen Penthesilea, who aimed to come to 
the aid of the Trojans, but Achilles kills Penthesilea and the 
Trojans celebrate her funeral rites. At this point the son of 
Aurora, Memnon, comes to assist the Trojans, but he dies at the 
hand of Achilles (according to some scholars this was the theme 
of a more ancient poem, a Memnonis, which the poet of the Iliad 
could quite possibly have used as a model for the death of 
Patroclus). Then, just as Achilles is scaring away the Trojans and 
is about to launch an attack on the city, he is killed by Paris who 
shoots an arrow at him. This is followed by the funeral rites and 
the funeral games in honour of Achilles, and then, finally, by the 
contest between Odysseus and Ajax over who should be 
awarded the hero’s glorious weapons. In the subsequent Little 
Iliad, Odysseus obtains Achilles’ weapons and Ajax, who has 
gone mad, commits suicide. Then Diomedes brings Philoctetes 
back from Lemnos because, according to a prophecy, the 
presence of Philoctetes is the only thing capable of ensuring 
that the war can be concluded easily for the Greeks. There 
follows a whole series of episodes, in preparation of the final 
resolution: Odysseus takes Achilles’ son, Neoptolemus, to Troy; 
Odysseus and Diomedes creep into the city to spy on what is 
going on and they steal the statue of Pallas Athena; work starts 
on the wooden horse, inside of which the best warriors take 
their place; at this point the Greeks pretend to leave but they 
stop at the island of Tenedos, the Trojans celebrate the end of 
their misfortunes and transport the horse into the city. 

After the description of these episodes, there followed the 
Tliu Persis, which took up again the theme of the wooden horse, 
describing the Trojans’ uncertainty concerning what should be 
done with it and the decision to offer it up to Athena. The 
various episodes connected to the fall of the city (which would 
later be taken up again by Virgil in the Aeneid) were then 
narrated: the episodes of the soothsayer Laoco6n, who is killed 
by snakes, and of the traitor Sinon, the emergence of the 
warriors who stream out of the horse, the return of the army 
from Tenedos, the destruction of Troy and all the associated 


massacres, the division of the spoils of war and, finally, the 
sacrificial killing of Polyxena, one of Priam’s daughters, on the 
tomb of Achilles. 

Nostoi then described the fairly harrowing episodes that 
afflicted the greatest heroes of the war, such as Diomedes, 
Nestor, Ajax, Neoptolemus during their homeward journey. 
Agamemnon was at first held back by the ghost of Achilles, but 
then, no sooner had he too returned home than he was 
assassinated by his unfaithful wife Clytemnestra, aided and 
abetted by her lover Aegisthus. Agamemnon was then avenged 
by his son Orestes (a story that was known to the Odyssey, as 
mentioned earlier). Finally, the description focuses on Menelaus’ 
return to Sparta, together with Helen. 

The longest and most adventurous homeward-bound 
journey, that of Odysseus, occupies an entire poem, the Odyssey. 
After re-establishing himself at home in Ithaca, and after 
restoring peace among the warring factions whose fights, 
during his prolonged absence, had been the cause of terrible 
bloodshed, Odysseus felt a calling to follow his own destiny 
which decreed that he should be a hero on a never-ending 
journey, constantly following the enticement of adventure (with 
an insatiable thirst for knowledge in the splendid transfiguration 
portrayed by Dante in Canto XXVI of the Inferno). In effect, the 
final poem, the Telegony, told of his further exploits (which were 
set in Thesprotia, a region of Epirus), up to his very last return to 
Ithaca. These adventures were, in turn, linked to the events 
surrounding his other son Telegonus, whose mother was Circe. 
Telegonus arrived in Ithaca after a journey in search of his father 
(here the repetition of the schema of the Odyssey is evident), and 
became embroiled in a clash with some locals, during which he 
slew Odysseus without recognising him. But then, having 
realised his mistake, the young man - with the help of 
Telemachus and Penelope - transported the body of Odysseus 
to his mother Circe: the peace-restoring grand finale saw 
Telegonus becoming Penelope’s husband and Telemachus 
becoming wedded to Circe, after the sorceress had granted 
immortality to all those involved. 


2.1.2 The formation of the epic Cycles 


The “arrangement” of the material of the Trojan Cycle within the 
overall set of the poems that make up this cycle is certainly post- 
Homeric, that is to say, attributable to a later date than the Iliad 
and the Odyssey, but this need not mean that it is particularly 
late. Ascholium to the Iliad and a first century A.D. papyrus 
preserves a different redaction of the final line of the Iliad as 
compared to the version known from the manuscripts, and it 
displays an interesting continuation. In the “standard” version 
of last line of the I/iad we have: “So they conducted the funeral 
rites for Hector, breaker of horses,” whereas the scholium 
transmits the phrase: “So they conducted the funeral rites for 
Hector; and then there arrived the Amazon / the daughter of the 
magnanimous Ares killer of men,” and the wording in the 
papyrus is: “So they conducted the funeral rites for Hector; and 
then there arrived the Amazon / the daughter of Otrera (the 
mother), beautiful Penthesilea.” There is considerable 
discussion as to whether what is transmitted here is a manner of 
forging an organic connection of the incipit of the following 
Aethiopis to Homer’s poem, or whether it is simply a different 
redaction of the end of the J/iad. But whatever the explanation 
on the formal and literal level, it is clear that the additional line 
introduces the theme that marked the opening of the Aethiopis 
(the arrival of the Amazon Penthesilea) and it constitutes an 
explicit content-related link connecting this poem with the Iliad. 
Although not “original”, this is certainly an interesting 
phenomenon. Aristotle, in Poetics (23, 1459b 1 ff.), mentions the 
Cypria and the Little Iliad, which probably means that from his 
point of view the structuring of the Trojan Cycle in the 
aforementioned poems was an established fact. 

There is evidently a tendency to connect and unite, and this 
also helps to explain the different senses of the term Epic Cycle, 
although it seems clear that the concept of circularity definitely 
implies that of completeness. But this, in turn, could be 
construed in two ways. One possibility would be that of a more 
restricted sense, referring to the complex of a single mythic tale, 


however long-drawn-out and extensive its ramifications may be; 
alternatively, it could be interpreted in a totalising perspective, 
involving the unification of a vaster assemblage of mythic-heroic 
deeds in an enormous all-inclusive circularity, starting from the 
birth of the world up to the end of the heroic generations. For 
instance, precisely at the beginning of Proclus’ above mentioned 
summary, a reference is made to the Epic Cycle that begins from 
the union of Heaven and Earth. It is as if one were gradually 
being initiated into an increasingly all-encompassing 
systematicity, almost as a means of offering an explicit 
experience, in the literary form as well, of the incredibly ancient 
mythic connections of the Greek cultural heritage. 

When Aristotle, in Poetics (8, 1451a 19) speaks of “all those 
poets (...) who composed a Heracleid, a Theseid and similar 
poems,” he clearly reveals that he has knowledge of a broad- 
ranging epic production, the existence of which is confirmed by 
other sources. But unfortunately it has been almost completely 
lost. Of everything that formed part of the epic cycles there 
remain, in total, barely more than a hundred lines, together with 
an assortment of indirect information on the contents, whereas 
the only surviving poems were the Iliad and the Odyssey, which 
were also the only two to be consistently attributed to Homer in 
the opinion of the ancients. This was the verdict of antiquity and 
the selection resulting from the passing of time. Although we 
have very little to rely on if we ourselves seek to perform tests 
and comparisons, the assumption that we have the outcome of 
a selection which was based on quality is both probable and 
consoling. In any case, we need to keep in mind that the whole 
of the Epic Cycle was made up of a fairly extensive collection of 
epic poetry “in the manner of Homer,” composed during the 
Archaic Age and probably revised and rearranged more than 
once. The poems themselves were generally shorter than the 
“monumental” character of the Homeric works: if we are to 
believe ancient reports, the longest were Cypria in 11 books, 
Aethiopis and Returns in 5 books; the Oedipodia is said to have 
consisted of 6600 lines, the Thebaid and Epigoni 7000 lines each. 

Even though the redaction of these poems can be regarded 


as mainly post-Homeric, today it is generally believed that in its 
general lines the overall body of the material is actually more 
ancient, i.e. pre-Homeric. Difficulty arises, however, in 
endeavouring to put forward hypotheses concerning the 
composition of poems containing such contents in an already 
structured form. In the specific case of the Trojan Cycle, it seems 
basically accepted that the two Homeric poems were composed 
with prior knowledge and awareness of the overall development 
and implications of the Trojan events as they had unfolded over 
time. This means that the subsequent organisation of the Cycle 
into a series of poems rests in all probability on a solid 
framework that had been set in place many years earlier. In 
effect, it was quite probably based on a complex of mythic 
narrations that had taken shape some considerable time before 
the fixation and written redaction of the poems: thus one may 
conjecture that only at this later stage were they formally 
structured as a number of different poems that lent themselves 
to the establishment of connections and linkages. The fact that 
the Iliad and the Odyssey presuppose the contents of the poems 
of the Cycle does not imply that such poems existed prior to the 
Homeric poems: rather, it can be taken as showing that there 
existed poetic narrations containing materials of this type, or 
rather, this type of narrative canvas. The opinion which holds 
that the redaction (however it may be known to us) of the 
poems of the Cycle dates from between the seventh and sixth 
century B.C. seems perfectly reasonable. An interesting and 
perhaps emblematic case is that of the Telegony, probably the 
latest of the poems of which some fragments have been 
preserved. In its contents some recent motifs can be perceived, 
and the author to whom it is attributed, Eu-gammon of Cyrene, 
is believed to have been active in the mid-sixth century B.C.; 
however, he is thought to have utilised as his source a more 
ancient poem entitled Thesprotis. If this is indeed the case, then 
we have a genuine example of a Cyclic poem whose redaction is 
later than Homeric poems, yet its predecessors are more 
ancient. But it is important to note that the Jliad and the Odyssey 
do not display a cyclical conception: they presuppose the 


contents of the Trojan Cycle but they are a different product, as 
Aristotle rightly pointed out. According to this vision, it is not 
correct to include the Iliad and the Odyssey in the sequence of 
poems of the Trojan Cycle and thus to consider them as in some 
sense a part of the aforesaid cycle. This is an aspect that reveals 
the a posteriori artificiality of the arrangement into eight poems 
mentioned above. 


2.1.3 Relations between the Cyclic poems and Homer. Attribution 
problems 


These reflections have also prompted numerous attempts to 
recognise the traces of pre-Homeric motifs both in Homer 
himself and in what is known to us of the Cyclic poems. The 
underlying endeavour of such a search is to gain insight into the 
manner in which pre-existing contents, episodes and characters, 
some of quite respectable antiquity, were utilised and 
transformed. Various proposals, of greater or lesser plausibility, 
based on formal or content-related arguments, have led to 
notable progress in investigation focusing on the internal 
history of archaic Greek epic (earlier, a reference was made to 
the special case of the Memnonis: cf. The Archaic Age II 2.1.1). The 
fact that Iliad and Odyssey presuppose the contents of the 
poems of the Cycle does not mean that precisely those poems, 
existing and known in the post-Homeric and Classical Age, were 
genuinely created before the Homeric poems. Rather, it means 
that prior to the Iliad and the Odyssey there existed poems 
based generally on those contents, although not necessarily in 
the written form and not necessarily having contents perfectly 
and totally identical with those of later poems. This is the basis 
that has led to the development of the investigative approach 
known today as Neoanalysis, which was also discussed earlier in 
connection with the modern Homeric question (cf. The Archaic 
Age II 1.9.3). It is hard to reject out of hand the observation that 
the Iliad, which narrates a single episode of the Trojan War, 
makes no effort at all to inform us about any prior events, about 


how and why the war broke out, who the main characters are, 
the earlier phases of a war that has now entered its ninth year; 
by the same token, it offers only allusions concerning 
subsequent developments, how the situation developed 
thereafter, how and with what consequences it came to a 
conclusion. The Odyssey, for its part, shows no awareness of any 
need to “present” its hero and describe the various events of his 
life, at least up to the fall of Troy. In other words, the poems 
presuppose that its recipients-listeners are already well 
informed on the overall background, and also have sufficiently 
extensive background knowledge to be able to grasp all the 
allusions. 

As far as the various Cyclic poems are concerned, antiquity 
has bequeathed to us a range of attributions to authors about 
whom we basically know very little (some are little more than 
mere names to us); furthermore, such attributions are often by 
no means univocal. A Titanomachy was attributed to Eumelus of 
Corinth (cf. The Archaic Age II 2.2.2) or to Arctinus of Miletus. In 
the Theban Cycle, Epigoni is attributed to Antimachus of Teos, 
and may perhaps be datable to the seventh century, while the 
other poems are anonymous. In the Trojan Cycle, the Cypria was 
sometimes attributed to Stasinus of Cyprus (said to have 
married a daughter of Homer), the Aethiopis and the Destruction 
of Ilium to Arctinus of Miletus, the Little Iliad to Lesches of 
Mytilene, from the island of Lesbos (or to Thestorides of 
Phocaea or else to Cinaethon of Lacedaemon: cf. The Archaic Age 
II 2.2.2), the Returns to Hagias of Troezen and the Telegony to 
Eugammon of Cyrene. Evidently there was considerable 
uncertainty. Aristotle, more prudently, limited himself to saying 
“He who wrote the Cypria and the Little Iliad,” without 
mentioning any names. 

It is thus hardly surprising that antiquity was not devoid of 
attributions of a range of epic poems to Homer himself, and that 
discussion soon began to delve into the question of what should 
be considered as Homer's genuine production. The historian 
Herodotus (II 117) polemicised with those who believed that 
even the Cypria was by Homer, and insightfully based his 


argument on a content-related contradiction between the Cypria 
and the Iliad. But the phenomenon was not limited to the Trojan 
Cycle: as regards the Theban Cycle we know that some argued in 
favour of attributing the Thebais and Epigoni to Homer. Thus 
Pausanias tells us that Callinus attributed the Thebais to Homer; 
Herodotus himself (IV 32) credited him with composing the 
Epigoni, and in The Contest of Homer and Hesiod we read that 
others believed both of these poems to be by Homer. There is a 
little story which maintained that Homer had composed a poem 
on the Destruction of Oechalia by Heracles (accordingly, this 
would have been a poem forming part of the Cycle of Heracles) 
and had then presented it as a gift to the poet Chreophylus of 
Samos, who had offered him hospitality. The Hellenistic poet 
Callimachus (Epigrams VI) amusingly debunked the tale and 
argued that Chreophylus himself was actually the real author of 
the poem. 

These observations provide very clear evidence showing that 
right up to the end of the Archaic Age and even during the 
Classical Age there was a tendency to view Homer as the central 
focus of an epic production that encompassed a wide range of 
poems dealing with many different subjects. But even more 
significantly, the naming controversy points to the fact that from 
quite an early age the problem began to be raised of what was 
really of Homer. From Aristotle we learn that Homeric epic was 
assimilated to a circle (in Greek, kyk/os), probably because the 
entire Epic Cycle was attributed to Homer, but Aristotle himself 
had already sketched a clearly delimited picture: he believed 
that Homer was the author only of Iliad and Odyssey, as well as 
the Margites, and asserted that their excellence surpassed the 
quality of all other poems (Poetics 4, 1448b 28 ff.; 24, 1459b 16). 
This position was evidently felt to be the most convincing: thus a 
few decades later the leading figure of Stoic philosophy, Zeno of 
Citium, took a position in favour of the Iliad, Odyssey and 
Margites as authentically Homeric, and a similar opinion was put 
forward by the Alexandrian philologists. In fact, the latter held 
the view that all the Cyclic poems were post-Homeric: Homer 
himself was the most ancient and it was necessary to draw a 


clear distinction between that which was “Homeric” and 
everything which was “non-Homeric” or “Cyclic” and thus from 
a later date. 

This is a relative chronology which is widely shared today. 
Thus although it seems difficult to deny that all these epic- 
narrative works also absorbed material dating from a very 
ancient period and that they built on a tradition that had come 
down from an earlier time, it is at the same time more plausible 
to consider that all this body of poetry, in its final redaction, was 
basically post-Homeric. The absolute and relative chronology 
points to a period that includes, roughly speaking, the seventh 
and sixth century B.C.; we therefore have reason to believe that 
traditional epic production, in its chronologically latest forms, 
survived up to the threshold of the fifth century, maintaining an 
important and authoritative character even though it had been 
largely supplanted by other poetic genres such as lyric poetry 
and drama. This is the time span to which there belong the most 
ancient Homeric Hymns; roughly the sixth century is cited as a 
plausible time frame for the Telegony by Eugammon of Cyrene, 
the Margites, probably the Shield and the most recent parts of 
the Catalogue of Women forming part of the Hesiodic corpus. 


2.1.4 Composition and “publication” of the cyclical poems 


The question of the extent of the oral phase of archaic Greek 
poetry has prompted lively debate in the cyclical poems as well. 
The most extreme oralists have argued that this phase extended 
as far as to encompass the whole of the Cycle, the Homeric 
Hymns, Hesiod and the epic poems of which we have evidence 
up to the fifth century. That these works arose following in the 
footsteps of a poetic production that owed its means of 
expression to the pre-Homeric oral tradition is undoubtedly 
true. On the other hand, it seems somewhat unlikely that a 
substantial part of this poetry genuinely dates back to the 
traditional circumstances of orally composed poetry, if one 
considers that the use of writing seems to be conceivable even 


as early as Hesiod and for the composition of the Homeric 
poems in their current form. Thus the characterisation of the 
Cyclic poems as belonging to an oral culture is likely to concern 
only their manner of communication or “publication.” 

The rhapsodic tradition must have constituted the main 
channel of this body of production and preservation of texts and 
of the activity of its followers. Traditional epic became the 
preserve of these professional singers, known as “rhapsodes,” 
who on specific occasions performed the various songs or 
rhapsodies. Their prestige was based on possession of technical 
expertise and knowledge, the authoritativeness of which was 
recognised and undisputed. Mention was made earlier of the 
famous fellowship of the Homeridae of Chios (cf. The Archaic Age 
II 1.9.1), who claimed they were descended from Homer himself 
and evidently regarded themselves as the depositaries of his 
heritage. Other poets sometimes associated with their group 
include the above cited poets Chreophylus of Samos and 
Cinaethon of Lacedaemon and the rhapsode Cynaethus of 
Chios, known to have authored the Hymn to Apollo (cf. The 
Archaic Age II 1.10.2) and also said to have interpolated lines into 
the Homeric poems he recited. 

The occasions on which the rhapsodes performed the epic 
songs were the rhapsodic contests at the sacred festivals. As 
was pointed out above, in connection with the Homeric Hymns 
(cf. The Archaic Age II 1.10.2), these apparently fulfilled the 
function of a proem in honour of a divinity, recited during the 
festivities prior to the actual epic narrations. The programme of 
the various festivals involved, among other things, a poetry 
competition in which the rhapsodes vied with one another in 
reciting parts of the epic: we have indications pointing to their 
existence from an extremely ancient period, straddling the 
eighth and seventh century, and it would seem that on occasion 
even Hesiod exercised the rhapsodic profession. Rhapsodic 
contests were held, for instance, as part of the festivals 
celebrated in Delphi, Olympia, Nemea, on the Isthmus of Corinth 
and the celebration organised in the Ionian cities of Asia Minor. 
Moreover, the recitation of the Homeric songs in the famous 


Athenian festivities known as Panathenaea is linked to 
information on the episode of the so-called and already 
mentioned redaction of the Homeric poems demanded by 
Pisistratus. On such occasions the rhapsodes did not restrict 
themselves to reciting, but undoubtedly also gave 
interpretations of pieces they chose to perform, and their 
proficiency was assessed by judging not only their skill in the 
actual execution of the songs but also the comments they 
provided. This was very likely the background within which the 
most ancient forms of interpretation of Homer took shape, and 
the point of origin of the information on the moral criticism 
voiced by Xenophanes against the Homeric representation of 
the gods, as also in the reports on the allegorical interpretations 
of Theagenes of Rhegium (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.2). This 
typology is also reflected in the figure of Ion in the dialogue of 
the same name by the philosopher Plato. 


2.1.5 The reception of the epic themes 


All these contents built up a great reserve of themes for the 
classical dramatic tradition (cf. The Classical Age III 1.1.3). 
Naturally, even the later epic poets would take up these motifs 
wholeheartedly, in forms more or less new or revitalised, yet still 
within a tradition that flowed constantly through the ancient 
and authoritative channel of the epic-narrative genre. The 
stream of the archaic epic tradition include the Thebaid of 
Antimachus of Colophon (fifth to fourth century B.C.), the 
Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius and the Stories of Heracles by 
Rhianus of Crete (both active in the third century B.C.), up to the 
Posthomerica (the story of events that happened after the end of 
the Iliad) by Quintus Smyrnaeus (third century A.D.?), right up to 
the Dionysiaca in 48 books by Nonnus of Panopolis (fifth century 
A.D.). But we will take a further look at these authors at a 
suitable moment. 


2.2 Later figures of archaic epic poetry 


2.2.1 The themes 


To complete the overall picture of archaic Greek poetry, a few 
poetic personalities still remain to be mentioned in addition to 
those already cited as possible authors of poems of the various 
epic cycles. In addition to poems having a mythological- 
narrative content, we have fairly substantial evidence of other 
cases of poetic production, the content of which can more 
properly be described as catalogic, didactic, specifically linked to a 
locality, or even historical. 


2.2.2 Historically grounded authors 


The most ancient name to be mentioned is that of Eumelus of 
Corinth, the author of Corinthiaca, a mythic story of his 
homeland. He would appear to have lived between the end of 
the eighth and the first half of the seventh century. In this poem, 
the type of epic he portrays differs from that of Homer and the 
Cycle: his horizon seems to be more closely linked to specific 
regional environment and it thus probably bears a relationship 
to local mythic content. This kind of historical-mythical content 
may well have been cultivated rather more intensively than one 
might assume from the scanty background information 
available to us, since we know of several titles of poems of this 
kind, for all of which the authors are unknown. Eumelus was 
also said to have written a Titanomachy, that is to say a poem 
dealing with issues concerning ancient stories about divinities: 
the Titans were the offspring of Heaven-Uranus and Earth-Gaia, 
the youngest of whom was Cronus, the father of Zeus. 

A figure who flourished in the mid-seventh century was 
Pisander of Camirus, who lived on the island of Rhodes and was 
included by the Alexandrian critics in the canon of the five major 
epic poets. He wrote a poem in two books on Heracles, Heraclea, 
of which we have no more than three complete and two 
incomplete lines, and occasional snatches of evidence. As far as 
we can make out, his Heracles was armed with a club and not 


with a bow (as in Homer): he thus fulfilled the role of a hero who 
relied on pure physical strength. The Doric Pisander wrote in 
Ionian, in harmony with the stylistic tradition of epic, but he 
opted to sing the glory of the Doric hero par excellence. It is 
certain that he told the story of a number of grandiose deeds 
and endeavours, but the suggestion that he may have been the 
first to define a canon of the twelve labours and to sing of all the 
exploits centring on the figure of Heracles is purely conjectural. 
Rather, it would appear that although remaining within the 
traditional framework of mythological narration, he introduced a 
number of innovations, but this does not mean that he was 
genuinely the source of all the novelties that are attributed to 
him. From a glance at the few lines that have survived we see 
Athena make a gushing spring appear so that the protagonist 
can wash himself: a typical situation in traditional epic, with the 
divine figure close beside the protagonist who is the hero. 

A few other poets, such as the above mentioned Cinaethon 
of Lacedaemon (seventh to sixth century) and Asius of Samos 
(sixth century), both of whom were authors of poems dealing 
with genealogical matters, are more shadowy figures; however, 
genealogy was a rather important epic genre, particularly 
because genealogy as a means of structuring time influenced 
the birth of historiography. 


2.2.3 Semi-legendary authors 


Other characters of a somewhat different type, whose historical 
reality is open to doubt, can be mentioned here, namely 
Aristeas, Abaris and Epimenides. Aristeas of Proconnesus is a 
curious figure of a miracle worker and poet, said to have lived in 
the seventh century. Legends abound on his amazing shamanic 
powers, such as the possibility of being in several different 
places at the same time and experiencing out-of-body journeys. 
He is said to have written an Epos of the Arimaspeans, which told 
of a journey he ostensibly undertook only with his soul (and thus 
in the manner of a seer) in order to find out more about the 


habits and customs of the populations of the far north, i.e. the 
Arimaspeans and the Hyperboreans. A late source also speaks 
of a Theogony in prose: if this information is accurate, then it 
should be considered in connection with the works of Acusilaus 
and Pherecydes of Syros, about whom more will be said further 
on. But it is in any case of considerable interest to note that 
themes which by ancient tradition belonged decidedly in the 
realm of poetry, such as the theogony, were at a certain point 
treated in prose as well. 

Similar features are likely to have been shared by Abaris, a 
Hyperborean theologian and miracle worker, and therefore 
likewise associated with the far north. Abaris was most often 
dated to the sixth century or simply set in some remote 
antiquity, and he was particularly associated with the solar cult 
of Apollo. A faintly discernible tradition credits him with works 
such as a collection of Scythian oracles, The Journey of Apollo to 
the Hyperboreans and, as was the case with Aristeas, a Theogony 
in prose. 

In some respects the physiognomy of Epimenides of Crete, 
whose life straddled the end of the seventh and the early sixth 
century, seems more clearly defined from the historical point of 
view. Admittedly, the fundamental features of his personality 
remain more or less in the realm of legend, as is the case for the 
above mentioned Aristeas and Abaris. He too is portrayed as a 
miracle worker with shamanic features, and is said to have lived 
for a period ranging from 150 to 300 years. Epimenides is 
remembered for having purified Athens from the contamination 
caused by the massacre of Cylon and his followers on the 
Acropolis, who had attempted to gain hold of the city: this links 
Epimenides to a certainly historical fact. On the other hand, 
according to the legend he slept for over 50 years and during his 
slumbers his soul wandered freely, acquiring Knowledge. The 
legend has it that upon awakening he composed a theogonic/ 
cosmogonic poem in which Air and Night were chosen as the 
primordial elements which, again according to the legend, then 
gave rise to Tartarus and the cosmos. There is also some 
indication of a poem entitled Cretica. 


2.2.4 Legendary authors 


Within this typology of religious cosmological-theological poetry 
two highly important figures must be highlighted. Although 
totally shrouded in legend, they are so vividly present in Greek 
cultural consciousness that they can in no way be neglected: 
namely Musaeus and above all Orpheus, who were singled out 
as the initiators of this type of poetry. 

According to the tradition, Musaeus was an Athenian from 
Eleusis and a son of Selene, a schoolboy and a follower of 
Orpheus even though he was older than the latter. Musaeus’ 
son is said to have been Eumolpus, the founder of the Eleusinian 
Mysteries and the progenitor of the family of the Eumolpids, 
who were priests of the sanctuary of Eleusis, not far from 
Athens. In the sources Musaeus is credited with a collection of 
Oracles, a Hymn to Demeter and a Hymn to Dionysus (two 
divinities of the Eleusinian cult), and a Theogony in at least three 
books, in which he apparently asserted that the original entities 
were Tartarus and Night. 

The myth of the singer Orpheus, said to have been a native 
of Thrace, is one of the most famous and significant myths in 
Greek culture. Having evolved in the framework of mystery 
religion and theology, it gave rise to an extremely rich literature, 
reserved above all to initiated followers. Orpheus was believed 
to be the son of Oeagrus and a Muse (who in the sources is 
often identified with Calliope): he sings and plays the lyre and 
the cithara with such exquisite art as to enchant the whole of 
nature - men, animals and plants. He is further believed to have 
taken part in the expedition of the Argonauts, but the most 
famous episode is that of his descent to the Underworld to bring 
back to Earth the deceased Eurydice, with whom he was in love. 
In this enterprise, Orpheus enchanted all the creatures of the 
Underworld, and Hades gave his permission for the maiden to 
return, on condition that Orpheus must not turn round to see 
her before having left the Underworld; but shortly before the 
young man had completely retraced his steps he did look back, 
losing his beloved forever. The singer is said to have been killed 


at the hand of the women of Thrace, who hated him for various 
reasons and whose hostility is presented in different ways in the 
sources. In particular, the infatuated women are said to have 
chopped the corpse to pieces and thrown his limbs into the 
river, whence they were transported to the sea; but the head of 
Orpheus continued to sing and arrived on Lesbos, where it was 
buried (although a tomb of Orpheus also appeared on display in 
other places). 

The ancient sources preserve a considerable number of 
references, testimonies and fragments of a whole range of 
Orphic literature that revolved around the contents of the 
initiatory religion that involved the mythical singer. Thus 
Orphism is the first Greek religion that had a founder and the 
first to have entrusted its doctrines to written texts. Such texts 
ranged from simple folk formulas or rhymes, or short pieces 
often engraved on small strips of metal (sometimes gold) that 
were buried with the dead, up to fairly substantial poems in 
hexameters, the dating of which is extremely variable and 
usually hard to determine. There are many fragments and titles 
of works, but it is worth mentioning the Theogony or Theogonies 
that gave expression to the cosmogonic doctrines of Orphism, 
which centred around the opposition between darkness and 
light. 

Cronus begot Aether, Chaos and Erebus (the infernal 
darkness); then he laid an egg and, when it hatched, there 
emerged Phanes, the god of light, who generated Night, from 
which Uranus and Gaia were born. This event was followed by 
the succession of Uranus, Cronus and Zeus, the latter being 
glorified as the beginning, centre and end of everything. Zeus 
swallowed Phanes so as to generate the entire cosmos all over 
again; Dionysus-Zagreus was then supposed to take command 
of the reins of power among the gods, but the Titans killed him, 
chopped him up into pieces and ate him. The Titans themselves 
were burned to death by Zeus and humankind arose from their 
ashes: that is why men have a divine spark within themselves. 

The only entire compositions of Orphic literature that have 
come down to us are most certainly of a late date, and are all in 


hexameters: the Orphic Argonautica, the short poem Lithica, 
which relates the magic virtues of gemstones, and a collection of 
Hymns to various divinities. Substantial fragments (parts of 26 
columns of text) of an anonymous commentary on an Orphic 
poem of cosmogonic content are transmitted by a charred 
papyrus found in 1962 at Derveni, near Salonica, and datable to 
the final decades of the fourth century B.C.: it is known among 
scholars as the Derveni Papyrus. 


2.2.5 Historical epic 


Another subgenre of epic was the branch that focused on 
historical subjects, which is generally regarded as beginning 
with Xenophanes of Colophon; he lived in the second half of the 
sixth century and was the author of two works that dealt with 
the foundation of Colophon and Elea. In the fifth century 
Choerilus of Samos focused on historical topics in the form of 
the epic poem, but he showed he was aware that poetry had by 
then undergone a change. We have a more substantial amount 
of information on Panyassis of Halicarnassus, who likewise lived 
in the fifth century and wrote a poem entitled Jonica and also 
one on Heracles. 

In effect, by the fifth century the age of epic seems to have 
definitively come to an end, although we know of a Thebaid, one 
of the two main works of Antimachus of Colophon, who lived 
between the fifth and the fourth century; it was a genuine epic 
poem, in the traditional manner, at least in certain respects. 
While the history of Greek literature saw the rise of the great 
poetic tradition of lyric poetry and drama, epic fell into marked 
decline. A revival of this genre did make itself felt in the 
Hellenistic Age, but naturally in the form of a different kind of 
epic. We will address these aspects in greater detail in a later 
chapter. 


3 Hesiod and “didactic” epic 


3.1 Hesiod 
3.1.1 The first individuality 


Hesiod was the first author of Greek literature to state his own 
name and to speak of himself in the first person. In the proem 
of Theogony he says (22 ff.): “And once they [the Muses] taught 
Hesiod fine singing, / as he tended his lambs below holy 
Helicon.” To this should be added the episode of the 
disagreement with his brother over the inheritance from their 
father, which developed into a lawsuit. The squabble provided 
the motif for the poem Works and Days. A few additional items of 
information about his own life can also be found in another two 
passages of the same poem, as we will see shortly. This is of 
great significance, as none of the previous bards of epic had 
ever cast aside the screen of anonymity and so violated the 
objectivity of the poetic representation and indulged in a form 
of “autobiography.” Hesiod chose to do otherwise, and it proved 
to be an epoch-making change. Homer remains a name without 
features, and the ostensible biographical data that circulated in 
antiquity took shape by pure invention and convention (cf. The 
Archaic Age II 1.2). In contrast, the contents and messages of 
Hesiod’s poetry seem to bear some relationship to his personal 
experience and his personal intellectual reflection, and to his 
desire to communicate truthful teachings on the great themes 
of the life of man in his relations with religion and morals. 

This opened up the potential for affirming the individuality 
of the poet, and for defining and claiming the poet’s role in 
society, as well as for reflection on the meaning and value of 
poetry, its authority and teachings, and the relation between 
poetic inspiration and divinity. Thus what should be definitively 
rejected is the traditional conception of Hesiod as a peasant 
poet, slightly unsophisticated and limited if compared to the 
great models of epic, one who had written a manual simply for 
the purpose of educating a rather unschooled public, the simple 
folk of Boeotia, on the subject of a not very sophisticated 


religion and on how to look after crops in the field. It is absurd 
to imagine that a real farmer might at some point of time have 
consulted Works and Days in order to find out how and when to 
plough the land or sow the fields. Rather, Hesiod is a personality 
who in many respects is fully within a tradition of undisputed 
prestige and authoritativeness, which revolves around certain 
themes and forms of epic (theogonic and cosmological). 
Furthermore, epic provided him with the model of a series of 
hexameters and a language that was codified in its artificiality. It 
was thus a profoundly formalised means of expression, set at a 
high level: accordingly, among the ancients the work of Hesiod 
belonged unquestionably to the sphere of epic, like Homer. 
However, Hesiod chose to develop his own lines of thought and 
ambitions, on the one hand by pursuing a systematic 
representation of the establishment of divine order in the 
universe (Theogony) and, on the other, by drawing on his own 
individual experience in order to make statements on the life of 
man in the world and to offer moral teachings that sprang from 
his own background and his own experience (Works and Days). 


3.1.2 Theogony and Works and Days 


Theogony and Works and Days are two poems that are 
indisputably by Hesiod and have come down to us as complete 
works. A further work that could perhaps be Hesiodic is the 
Catalogue of Women (or Ehoiai), which we have in fragments, but 
of which we now know a substantial number of lines thanks, 
above all, to finds of numerous papyrus fragments. 

Theogony (Oeoyovia, 1022 lines). This was the first of his 
works to be composed. It opens with a long proem (1-115), 
consisting of a well structured hymn to the Muses, relating the 
episode in which Hesiod met the goddesses on Mount Helicon. 
This was the occasion on which the Muses, after awarding him 
the laurel branch, established a special relationship with him 
and bestowed on him a poetic mission closely associated with 
the task/privilege of telling the truth. This is the starting point 


for his story of the genesis of the world from the original Chaos 
(cosmogony), followed by the itemisation of the divine 
generations up to the definitive rise of the gods of Olympus, and 
ending, finally, with the enumeration of the heroes born from 
unions between a goddess and a mortal man. 

The cosmogonic part starts out from the original Chaos and 
tells of the various events involving Uranus (sky) and Gaia 
(earth) and their numerous descendants (the race of Titans), 
until Cronus, the youngest and fiercest of their offspring, 
emasculates his father Uranus (whose genitals are tossed into 
the sea, where they produce a foam from which Aphrodite is 
born), and seizes power over the world (116-210). There follows 
a digression on the race of Night (the daughter of Chaos), who 
has generated a baleful line of descent that comes to an end 
with Eris, namely Discord, who in her turn becomes the mother 
of sinister descendants (211-232). 

Gaia bonds with Pontus (the sea, Uranus’ brother), and their 
union gives rise to various marine creatures (such as the 
Nereids), Ceto and Phorcys; these in turn generate the Gorgons 
and the terribly fierce Echidna, from whom there arise other 
monstrous beings (233-336). Then we also have (337-452) the 
offspring of other Titans, sons of Uranus and Gaia: thus we have 
the couples Oceanus and Tethys, Theia and Hyperion (the 
parents of Sun, Moon and Dawn), Eurybia and Crius, Phoebe and 
Coeus. The union of Asteria, the daughter of Coeus and Phoebe, 
with Perses, the son of Crius and of Eurybia, leads to the birth of 
Hecate, and a particular hymn is dedicated to her. The most 
important of these couples formed of Titans is the one 
composed of Cronus and Rhea, whose son is Zeus (453-506). 

The record of the generations continues with the 
descendants of the Titans. The Oceanid Clymene, who coupled 
with the Titan Iapetus, gave birth to four children, two of whom 
are the careless Epimetheus and the astute Prometheus. Here 
Hesiod launches into a description of the famous well-known 
myth (which he was to take up again in Works 47 ff.): Zeus binds 
Prometheus in chains and an eagle constantly eats his liver - 
which never ceases to grow back again - until Heracles kills the 


bird. In Mecone (the ancient name of Sicyon, in the 
Peloponnese), on the occasion of a competition between men 
and the gods, Prometheus deceives Zeus with a fraudulent 
sacrifice and then deprives him of fire, giving it, instead, to 
mortal men as a present. At this point Zeus, enraged, sends out 
among humankind a seductive evil that is the source of multiple 
misfortunes, namely the first woman, Pandora, modelled by 
Hephaestus and adorned by Pallas Athena (507-616). 

The genealogy of the Titans has thus been set out entirely, 
and Hesiod now moves on to a description of the war between 
the Titans and the Olympian gods (the latter being the bloodline 
of Cronus) who are guided by Zeus (the son of Cronus and 
Rhea). The lengthy passage on the Titanomachy concludes with 
the triumph of the Olympians and the imprisonment in Tartarus 
of the defeated Titans (617-717). This allows the poet to 
introduce a description of the realm of the Underworld with the 
creatures that live there (717-819). The account of Zeus’ battles 
in his attempt to seize the reins of power resumes with the 
episode of the struggle against the gigantic monster Typhoeus 
(or Typhon), the last son of Gaia (820-880). After getting the 
better of the monster as well, Zeus is now the unchallenged king 
of the gods and imposes his order on the cosmos, assigning to 
each figure the tasks, prerogatives and honour due to them 
(881-885). The picture of the Olympian gods, who by then have 
definitively taken over the government of the world, is further 
expanded by starting, first of all, from the women loved by Zeus, 
with their associated offspring (886-962), after which, with a 
new invocation to the Muses, attention turns to the heroes 
generated by the union of a goddess with a mortal man (963- 
1020). 

The lines that in the manuscript tradition are transmitted as 
the last two of Theogony (1021-1022) in actual fact give the 
impression of being a new beginning: the lines in question 
present a new invocation to the Muses and announce the theme 
of the progeny of mortal women who have coupled with a god. 
The text that has come down to us via the manuscripts breaks 
off here, but a fragment of a second century A.D. papyrus has 


provided clear confirmation that this was the beginning of the 
Catalogue of Women, which evidently was connected directly to 
the end of Theogony by means of these lines (we will return to 
this question in the section The Archaic Age II 3.1.5). 

Works and Days ("Epya kai nyépat, 828 lines). The first part of 
the poem (Works) opens, after a short proem (1-10), with a long 
mythic section (11-211) that lays the theological and conceptual 
bases of the main argument, which is then set forth in the next 
section (212-380). It focuses on men’s material and moral need 
for work, a necessity imposed by Zeus as the supreme guarantor 
of justice and honesty. There follows a lengthy series of 
teachings, both practical (set out following the pattern of the 
agricultural calendar and putting nautical activities in last place) 
and ethical-behavioural (381-764). 

This first part contains some references to Theogony which, 
first and foremost, make it possible to ascertain the relative 
chronology of the two poems: Theogony precedes Works and 
Days. In the proem to Works (much shorter, 1-10), we have the 
invocation to the Muses, who are exhorted to sing the glory of 
Zeus in order to celebrate his power that acts on human 
destinies and guarantees justice in governing the world. Thus 
the concept that the supreme divinity enters into a direct 
relationship with man is highlighted from the very beginning, 
and contrasts with the situation portrayed in Theogony (where 
the stories and structure of the divine world were presented 
autonomously). Hesiod then addresses his brother Perses, the 
intended recipient of his work, and asserts that he will make 
true statements. Hesiod thus announces not so much the 
content of the work as, rather, its truthful character, which the 
poet claims as his prerogative, thereby echoing the proem of 
Theogony, in which the same concept was expressed through 
the story of his investiture by the Muses. 

Works and Days therefore opens with an explicit correction of 
an element of the divine genealogy given in Il. 225 ff. of 
Theogony: there is not just one discord (Eris) - says Hesiod - but 
rather two different discords, a good Eris (we could perhaps call 
it “the resolve to emulate”) and a bad Eris, who generates 


quarrels and controversies (11-26). Hesiod and his brother 
Perses had a quarrel over the sharing of an inheritance and 
Perses tried to bribe the judges (“the gift-eating kings”) in order 
to obtain more than was his due share. In other words Perses 
preferred to opt for the route of injustice and abuse of power 
rather than hard work to support himself (27-41). And while this 
could effectively be seen as the basic motif that occasioned the 
poem, the theme of the dispute presents the poet’s reflection 
on what he evidently considers to be one of the most important 
principles of human action. 

There follows the story (42-105) of the myth of Prometheus 
and Pandora. As the theme has already been addressed in Il. 535 
ff. of Theogony, here Hesiod barely mentions the first part of the 
matter, preferring to devote greater attention to the issue that 
follows: the theft of fire, which represents the possibility for man 
to procure himself the means of sustenance; the episode 
wherein Pandora is sent by Zeus as a punishment, her 
acceptance by the foolish Epimetheus and the moment when 
she opens her box of troubles with all its calamitous 
consequences (including “harsh toil”). Overall, the myth now 
appears to be decidedly oriented towards embracing the view 
that man must work in order to live, and it also reflects an 
awareness of the presence of evil in the world. This theme is 
clearly linked to the immediately following myth on the ages or 
on human races (106-201). After the original golden race came 
the silver and bronze races, then the race of heroes, and finally 
the current age of iron. The latter is an age in which Hesiod 
would have preferred not to live, on account of the burden of 
laborious work and tribulations, evil and violence that 
characterises it, despite the good things that it also contains, 
although these are by no means its preponderant aspect. 
However, this myth should not be interpreted as a simple idea of 
linear decline in the history of the world, from an original 
condition of perfect happiness to the total negativity of the 
present. Rather, each race contains within itself, to a varying 
degree, both positive and negative elements. In fact, there 
seems to emerge, above all, a line of what might even be 


considered a type of intellectual development: thus the loss of 
primitive and naive happiness corresponds to acquisition of an 
awareness that is reflective and capable of making choices. 
Accordingly, it is man’s own fault if the potential he possesses 
becomes twisted towards evil. The moral story of the nightingale 
and the hawk implies that, in the animal kingdom, force is the 
only law (202-211), but Perses must follow justice rather than 
violence, because whoever follows justice is rewarded and a just 
city flourishes in peace, while the unjust are punished and their 
city perishes. 

Justice descends from Zeus, who is its dispenser and 
guarantor: let kings meditate upon this and issue judgements 
with righteous sentences (here the figure of the king-judge 
returns), devoid of iniquity and corruption; and let Perses bear 
in mind that the law of Zeus calls on man to follow justice and to 
engage in work in order to obtain means of sustenance for his 
life (212-292). Man must work if he desires to obtain abundance; 
idleness is shameful and those who steal are punished by the 
gods. There follow several pieces of advice that are addressed to 
Perses, based mainly on these well thought-out rules of 
common sense for daily life (293-380). This part of the text 
dedicated to the rules is placed prior to the extensive section 
devoted to the agricultural calendar (381-617), which once again 
draws its raison-d’étre from the principle that whoever seeks 
wealth must add labour to labour. This part leads into a series of 
recommendations concerning the works to be carried out in 
autumn, winter, spring and summer, ending with the grape 
harvest in September. There follows the section on sailing (618- 
694), which offers advice on how and when to set sail and go out 
to sea for commercial purposes, in the context of an evident 
aversion for an activity that he considers, at best, as a necessary 
evil. Significantly, his remarks on seafaring are mingled with an 
explicit declaration of his total lack of sailing experience and a 
few autobiographical details (cf. The Archaic Age II 3.1.4). The text 
then turns to another cluster of helpful pieces of advice, based 
on the concept of doing things at the most appropriate time. 
This section then closes with an exhortation to avoid acquiring a 


bad reputation (695-764). 

The last part of the poem consists of the Days (765-828), a 
short section that many scholars have regarded as not originally 
composed by Hesiod but interpolated later, given its 
considerably different character in comparison to the rest, and 
the by no means few problems of interpretation. As far as its 
content is concerned, it provides the list of suitable and 
unsuitable days for performing various operations or activities 
of humble and down-to-earth daily life. The list contains a non- 
negligible element of superstitious and folkloristic religiosity. 


3.1.3 The structure of the two poems 


A number of difficulties have arisen concerning the overall 
structure of the two poems, prompting a considerable range of 
studies. This is particularly true for Works and Days, where 
problems have been encountered in seeking to identify the main 
thread of the argument that would guarantee its unitary nature 
without resorting to the drastic action of cutting out portions of 
text whenever they were held to be non-authentic. Today this 
tendency is rightly being abandoned: better knowledge of the 
mechanisms of composition of archaic poetry not only helps to 
avert the quest for a unity in line with modern criteria, but it also 
offers insight into a thematic structure that conforms to 
different criteria in comparison to our present-day sensibilities. 
For instance, what we find in Hesiod is a form of poetry in which 
an important role is played by the passage from one subject to 
another through association of ideas, based on connections 
which to us may seem labile or risky. 

A striking number of divine and semidivine characters and 
figures populate the lines of Theogony, with the clear intention 
of telling the story of the universe through the divine 
generations, but also of supplying a name and an indication of 
person for the entire cosmos in each of its individual elements 
or manifestations: a cosmogony that forms the basis both fora 
cosmology and a theology. These thematic aspects are certainly 


pre-existent and belong organically to the tradition of epic 
poetry, but in Hesiod we find a noticeable attempt to describe 
the world of the gods and the current human world unitarily and 
globally. Such an undertaking, which represents perhaps the 
most evident tangible innovation as compared to the Homeric 
representation, constitutes the first example, in the history of 
Greek thought, of the endeavour to produce a complete 
cosmological and theological picture. Starting from the original 
Chaos, the development of Theogony ranges across a broad 
canvas based on genealogical relations, which branch out from 
the fundamental structure of the succession of Uranus/Cronus/ 
Zeus and extend as far as the establishment of the reign of Zeus 
and of the Olympic gods. In other words Hesiod’s vision justifies 
the religion of the Greek pantheon of his time by means of a 
genuinely comprehensive theological vision. 

Hesiod thus laid the foundations which sustain the supreme 
and fundamental role of Zeus, the guarantor of justice, that 
characterises the subsequent poem, Works and Days, where the 
centre of interest now clearly revolves around man and the life 
he leads in the world. The theme of justice among human 
beings, in addition to that of work as an admissible and ethically 
just means, that enables humans to procure their own 
sustenance and to increase their possessions, constitutes the 
true guiding thread of the poem. One could go so far as to say 
that the perspective based on the cosmogonic-theological 
foundations has given way to the sphere of ethics. No longer 
does attention focus on pursuing the acquisition and possession 
of goods through deceitfulness and violence (as animals do): 
rather, the desirable mode of proceeding is to obtain the 
necessary sustenance for one’s life by means of honest labour 
regulated by the rhythms of nature, and to respect justice, which 
is guaranteed by the gods. 

Although Hesiod has traditionally been seen as a peasant 
poet, who gives instructions of all kinds on work in the fields, it 
hardly seems plausible to imagine that the far from elementary 
language of Works and Days (epic language is still fundamentally 
the wellspring of his mode of poetic expression) should and 


could genuinely be of help as a practical manual for those who 
were tilling the land and who already knew perfectly well what 
to do without any need for recourse to the Hesiodic lines. In 
actual fact, the perspective of the entire “didactic” approach of 
the poem is far more oriented towards the ethical viewpoint: it is 
designed to endow the necessity and virtue of work with a moral 
foundation, in the framework of that conception of justice and 
that upright lifestyle which, in the poet’s vision, were the main 
identifying principle of mankind. The “rural” theme, on the 
other hand, is more plausibly the product of the poet’s own 
personal experience or circumstances he witnessed with his 
own eyes: it is, as it were, the natural picture and background in 
which he felt at ease and could spontaneously express his own 
thought. 

Seen from this perspective, Theogony and Works and Days 
constitute a significant innovation and an in-depth development 
of thought, leading to a coherent reflection that forges an 
organic connection between theological-cosmological thought 
(Theogony) and reflections on ethics (Works). It effectively 
constitutes an embryonic system of thought, albeit expressed in 
the archaic forms that were developed prior to, or at least 
separately from, the first steps of philosophy properly speaking. 


3.1.4 The poet, his production and his thought 


So who was, and what is the self-representation of, the man who 
achieved this step and pondered these problems? It is of 
interest to assess what we actually know of the life of Hesiod, 
the first personality of Greek literature of whom we can trace at 
least a few lines of biography. 

Hesiod's life. The ancients usually regarded Homer and 
Hesiod as roughly contemporary, but there were times when 
they also wondered which of the two had lived earlier than the 
other. In such cases, the prevailing idea considered Homer to be 
more ancient, where “more ancient” was a form of 
chronological speculation tending to imply that “more ancient” 


signified “more authoritative.” This position was long the 
majority assumption in modern criticism as well, which shared 
the view that Hesiod lived in the late eighth and the early 
seventh century B.C. However, the question of their relative 
chronology cannot be considered fully and unanimously settled, 
given that even recently arguments have been put forward 
claiming that features antedating the Homeric poems as we 
know them, or at least dating from earlier than what are 
considered to be the most recent layers of the Homeric poems, 
can be perceived in Theogony. Furthermore, the suggestion that 
the Homeric poems should be assigned a later dating (cf. The 
Archaic Age II 1.3.1 and 1.3.5) has gained credence in recent 
decades and could suggest at least a (partial?) overlapping of 
Homer with Hesiod (see below). 

Hesiod himself tells us (Works, 633ff.) that his family had left 
the locality of Aeolic Cyme, a Greek colony on the coast of Asia 
Minor, fleeing from the poverty that had engulfed his father as a 
result, most likely, of the collapse of commercial activities. His 
father then moved to the Greek peninsula, in Boeotia, a choice 
probably motivated by linguistic-cultural affinities. There he set 
up his home at Ascra, “a miserable village (...) bad in winter, foul 
in summer, good at no time” (639-640), where the poet lived out 
his existence. In such a locality the possible activities for 
obtaining one’s sustenance consisted mainly of agriculture and 
livestock rearing, accompanied by a certain degree of 
commercial activity. But evidently Hesiod’s father did manage to 
scrape together something for his family, given that he left his 
offspring an inheritance that triggered a dispute that ended up 
in court. The quarrel with his brother Perses concerning the 
inheritance was an episode that undoubtedly left its mark on the 
poet’s life, prompting reflection on ethics as well as 
representing the wellspring for poetic creation. Taken together, 
these episodes indicate that the family belonged at least to the 
land-owning class. The Hesiodic economic context is that of 
agricultural activities, with forms of trade pertaining to the sale 
of produce. Travelling, and above all sailing, was limited and 
occasional in the Hesiodic vision, a necessary evil which was best 


avoided, if possible. The social context was dominated by a land- 
owning aristocracy, evidently the class of which “the gift-eating 
kings” mentioned as judges in Works also form part: on the 
occasion of the event in question they are unjust and corrupt, 
but on other occasions they are also capable of issuing just 
verdicts. 

In another interesting episode in Works (650 ff.) he tells us 
about the only time he travelled by sea, namely when he 
travelled to Chalcis on Euboea, the island opposite Boeotia, 
which was separated from the continent by a narrow arm of sea. 
The purpose of his journey was to take part in the funeral games 
in honour of Amphidamas (the circumstance that prompted The 
Contest of Homer and Hesiod, mentioned earlier: cf. The Archaic 
Age II 1.2). On that occasion, he won the poetry competition with 
a hymn and was rewarded with a tripod, which he consecrated 
to the Muses on Mount Helicon, “in the original place where 
they set me on the path of fine singing.” This can be seen as an 
explicit reference to the most important event in Hesiod’s 
personal experience, namely his encounter with the Muses and 
his poetic investiture, which he describes in the proem of 
Theogony (as we have already said). He seems to have regarded 
this consecration as a turning point that left an indelible mark 
on his life, even though it is more likely to belong to his youth or, 
at the latest, to the years of his maturity. The synchronism with 
Amphidamas constitutes the most reliable clue to the absolute 
dating. Amphidamas was a nobleman from Chalcis who, 
according to the information transmitted by Plutarch, died in the 
Lelantine war. This was a war fought by Chalcis against 
neighbouring Eretria for control over the Lelantine Plain, which 
is located between these two cities of Euboea. The date of the 
war is uncertain, but it seems to have taken place in the last 
third of the eighth century B.C. and was probably a very long- 
drawn-out conflict. The problem arises not so much from the 
literary data (which in any case are far from clear) as, rather, 
from the relation between the latter and the archaeological 
documentation, which is particularly important as regards 
Euboea for the period in question (from Lefkandi to Eretria: cf. 


Introduction 3.2). Taken together, these observations point to a 
chronology of Hesiod straddling the period of time from the 
second half of the eighth and the first half of the seventh 
century, a range which is plausible in relation to the other 
elements we possess. In this case, his work would be at least 
contemporaneous with a fairly late dating of the Homeric poems 
(cf. The Archaic Age II 1.3.1 and 1.3.5). 

His conception of poetry. An assessment of the person of 
Hesiod clearly calls for a completely different approach in 
comparison to the perspective generally adopted in appraisals 
of “Homer.” In the case of Hesiod we can genuinely speak of a 
man and an author, because Hesiod is the first not only to state 
his own name but also to tell us a considerable amount about 
himself, supplying a range of personal and autobiographical 
elements and definitively breaking down the wall of silence 
behind which the Homeric bard hides with his objective and 
anonymous poetry. These observations form a natural starting 
point to discuss Hesiodic poetics and to highlight the further 
step taken towards the poet’s acquisition of independence from 
the divinity, in contrast to the divine inspiration as presented in 
the Homeric poems (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.6). Naturally, 
Hesiod’s poetic investiture by the Muses belongs intrinsically to 
the tradition of the divine origin of poetry (in Theogony 94-95, 
the bards are said to be sent forth by the Muses and by Apollo), 
but the relation has become personal and individual, fully 
specific. Here we have the proud assertion of his privileged and 
pre-eminent position, his role as a poet inspired by the divinity: 
it is he himself who fulfils this role, not the overall body of all the 
poets, and he does so in order that his song may express and 
communicate truthful content about the divine and the physical 
world, the history of the cosmos and theology, justice that 
proceeds from Zeus, ethical principles and man’s attitude to live 
in the world. Thus Hesiod’s privileged relation with the Muse, 
the source of inspiration, enhances the role of the poet, who 
rises individually to an independent and novel position, taking 
on the role of a moral and intellectual guide. 

Naturally, the assertion of the truthfulness of his poetry is, in 


Hesiod’s perspective, an essential element on which to base his 
claim that he is fulfilling the task and function of teaching. The 
progress thereby achieved, expounded in the ethical reflection 
of Works and Days, can be clearly grasped by starting from 
Theogony and considering, once again, certain elements from 
the proem. On at least two occasions (Theogony 55 and 94 ff.) he 
refers to poetry as delight, obliviousness of one’s ills and 
consolation of sorrow, thereby reviving the essential 
foundations of Homeric poetry; moreover, in lines 43 ff. the 
themes of the Muses’ song that aims to bring cheer to Zeus are 
well in line with the tradition of epic song, namely the stories of 
gods and men. But there is an additional element in Hesiod’s 
programme of poetry, namely the demand that poetry should 
be truthful, that it should express and proclaim true things. 
When, in poetic fiction, the Muses state “we know how to tell 
many lies that sound like the truth, / but we know how to sing 
reality, when we will” (Theogony 27-28), the first line alludes to 
the pleasurable narrative epic of the “Homeric” tradition, in 
contrast to the new canon that Hesiod establishes for himself. 
And in Works even the themes change according to this 
approach. Thus while Theogony could be seen as belonging to 
the perfectly epic tradition of cosmogonic-theogonic content 
and stories about divinities, the second poem opens up a 
completely new path. 

His relation to tradition. The most direct and most pertinent 
term of comparison for Hesiodic compositions, both as regards 
content and means of expression, is still that of the previous 
heroic epic poetry as we know it and, in the strict sense, the 
Homeric poems. In a broader sense, the most appropriate 
comparison is based on everything we can reconstruct and 
imagine concerning archaic Greek epic as an overall 
phenomenon. The comparison is extremely fertile inasmuch as 
it enables us to measure the innovative value of Hesiod in 
comparison to the essential aspects of the tradition, the 
problems he addresses and the basic features of his thought, 
from the revisitation of more traditional themes in Theogony to 
the “human” novelty of the contents of Works and Days. This also 


allows a rediscovery and assessment of a line of interpretation 
that in archaic Greek culture developed from epic towards lyric 
poetry and philosophy. 

From the point of view of content, behind him stood first 
and foremost the poetic tradition reflected in the great canvas 
of epic, with its mythic events, the stories of the gods and the 
heroes. Despite the difference resulting from his ambition to 
portray the divine world with a systematic theological globality 
(which heroic narration did not encompass), the Hesiodic 
pantheon is not fundamentally different from that of Homer as 
far as concerns the figures of the gods, their genealogical and 
hierarchical relations and their individual characteristics. Rather, 
the distinction, especially as far as the image of Zeus is 
concerned, lies in the accentuation of the ethical aspect in 
relation to the idea of justice (cf. The Archaic Age II 3.1.3). 

In addition to the above features, scholars have also 
underscored relations with the culture of the Near East, 
highlighting the presence of elements in Theogony that coincide 
with the Hittite myths of Kumarbi and Ullikummi, the affinity 
with extremely ancient cosmogonic traditions such as the 
Mesopotamian Endma Elis, and oriental parallels for the myth of 
the five ages of mankind. On the basis of comparisons with 
other civilisations, suppositions based on various precedents of 
a form of sapiential, paraenetic, didactic literature have been put 
forward. There can be no doubt that these efforts to grasp the 
culture on which Hesiod drew, and thus to comprehend the 
broader Mediterranean context that nurtured the emergence of 
Greek thought in the Archaic Age, offer a wide range of highly 
useful and thought-provoking stimuli: indeed, these elements 
deserve considerable attention within a global framework of 
interpretation, given that the context of the various cultures of 
the eastern Mediterranean plays an important role as the 
wellspring from which Greek culture drew its nourishment. 
Furthermore, given the common historical-geographic context, 
it would be rather strange if no common cultural elements could 
be observed between archaic Greece and the rest of the eastern 
Mediterranean. That being said, however, it should be noted 


that the level of a common heritage appears to be fairly remote 
as compared to specific and original elaborations and 
interpretations which emerge in the civilisation of archaic 
Greece. Such an observation most definitely applies to Hesiod 
and to his re-utilisation and revisitation of contents and ideas 
deriving from the oriental world or in common with the Orient. 

On the other hand, a glance at the means of expression 
found in Hesiod’s poetry takes us back to the world of Greek 
epic diction and the problems associated with the oral theory 
and the analysis of the formular system, extensively described 
above in connection with Homer. The basis for Hesiodic diction 
is to a large extent composed of the language and formular 
system of Homeric epic: the same metre is used, with the series 
of dactylic hexameters, for which the same laws and tendencies 
hold as for the Homeric hexameter. This realisation has raised 
the question, first and foremost, of a possible oral origin of 
Hesiod’s works, with the predictable divergence of opinions 
among those who regard the poet from Ascra as still firmly 
rooted in genuine orality and those who believe that his 
composition and his style would have been inconceivable 
without the aid of writing. The crux of the question seems to 
reside not so much in the presence of elements in common 
between Homeric diction and that of Hesiod as, rather, in an 
assessment of the differences, which genuinely exist and are by 
no means few. 

There is a current of studies which holds that a series of 
differentiating elements points to a Hesiodic dependence ona 
stream of Graeco-continental oral poetry, distinct and 
autonomous from Ionian epic, the tradition that gave rise to 
Homer. In particular, the Hesiodic lines display the remains of a 
heritage of formulas which, however, lack Homeric parallels, and 
notable differences are observed in the poetic themes 
(especially in Works and Days) and in the manner of treating 
even quite traditional themes (in Theogony). A similar 
contraposition between a southern Ionian-Mycenaean and a 
northern-continental epic could also account for the language 
differences between Homeric diction on the one hand, and that 


of Hesiod on the other. 

If, instead, Homeric and Hesiodic poetry are believed to 
belong to a single strand and to have arisen, in both cases, from 
the great current of archaic Greek epic-hexametric poetry, then 
a careful assessment should be made of the Hesiodic 
innovations affecting the common heritage of formular diction 
and its manner of utilisation. Such innovations could be seen as 
the stages and results of an internal development specific to this 
poetic language, taking place at a time when such changes were 
still feasible within or on the margins of an oral phase (for this 
internal evolution of the formular style the definition of “sub- 
epic stage” has already been used: cf. The Archaic Age II 1.10.2). 
Alternatively, they could be viewed as conscious efforts at 
adaptation of a means that originally arose as a function of 
certain specific contents, but was now being reshaped, not 
without difficulty, to express new contents and thoughts; it 
appears somewhat improbable that such a task could be 
accomplished without writing and re-thinking; or, more likely, 
this was achieved as a complex interaction of both these 
elements in the hands of a poet who forged his own route in an 
already ancient traditional terrain of hexametric songs, in the 
context of a culture made of forms of expression and forms of 
content. 

In effect, here too critical opinions are divergent and many 
problems remain unsolved. The analysis of Hesiodic style and of 
the issues with regard to which he parts ways with Homeric 
diction leads to the suggestion that the second of the two 
positions outlined above is more acceptable. This, in turn, 
evokes the image of a poetic creation which would appear to be 
somewhat implausible in the context of oral production: rather, 
it is more credible to suggest that Hesiod conceived his poems 
with the aid of writing, but that from the very outset his poems 
probably circulated mainly as oral performances, recited, at the 
very least, on the basis of memorisation of a fixed text. 


3.1.5 Other works attributed to Hesiod 


Earlier we mentioned the Catalogue of Women, which apparently 
had been circulating - we do not know for how long - directly 
connected to the end of Theogony, thanks to the linkage 
established in the last two lines. While cases of the union of a 
goddess with a mortal man are not numerous (and just a few 
lines of Theogony, 963-1020, are sufficient to deal with them all), 
the mythology is overflowing with episodes in which a god 
couples with a mortal woman. Hence the considerable length of 
the Catalogue of Women, composed of a great mythic 
genealogical tableau that described the unions between gods 
and mortal women, listing all their descendants and seizing the 
Opportunity to recount many of the episodes involving the 
heroes of myth. The presentation was divided into sections, 
each of which included the material pertaining to a heroine; it 
was most frequently introduced by the styleme ff otn or in the 
plural f otat (“Or such as she,” i.e. the given heroine or 
heroines), followed by the name of the woman who featured in 
the story about to be related: this explains why the poem was 
also entitled ‘Hotat (transliterated Ehoiai or Ehoie or also Ehee). 
There is no agreement among scholars concerning the 
attribution of the Catalogue, and the problem of whether it 
should be considered as an authentically Hesiodic poem or one 
that has been falsely attributed to him remains wide open. The 
fact of its being united to Theogony certainly corresponds to the 
unifying and totalising tendency we have already clearly seen in 
the Epic Cycle, but it proves nothing as far as authenticity is 
concerned. It could have been a continuation deliberately added 
by the author and separated at a later date by grammarians 
who believed it to be an independent poem, or possibly a case 
of subsequent artificial fusion (perhaps analogous to that 
testified for the Iliad and Aethiopis), motivated by the prestige 
Hesiod enjoyed as a poet of mythic genealogies. Today, in 
addition to quite substantial evidence concerning its general 
structure and specific contents, we have direct knowledge of 
over a thousand lines, thanks above all to the various papyrus 
finds of recent decades, which set the analysis of the poem ona 
more solid basis than in the past. It cannot be ruled out that an 


original genuine poem, i.e. a poem by Hesiod himself, was 
expanded over the course of time by exploiting the potential of 
the simple catalogic structure, which allows new episodes to be 
interpolated effortlessly without in any way altering the general 
construction. The most recent parts are dated to the end of the 
sixth century, but the stratification is still extremely problematic 
and difficult to unravel. 

We also have a short poem handed down by tradition as 
Hesiodic bearing the title Shield or Shield of Heracles (480 lines), 
which relates the episode in which Heracles slew the giant 
Cycnus, the son of Ares. The first 56 lines are actually an Ehoia 
(beginning with the usual formula f oin and belonging, 
according to an ancient piece of information, to Book IV of the 
Catalogue); specifically, it is the Ehoia of the mortal Alcmena 
who, having coupled with the god Zeus, becomes the mother of 
Heracles. Without any explicit motivation and without a 
narrative linkage, an appendage describing Heracles’ struggle 
against Cycnus is rather clumsily added to this opening part; this 
extension hosts a lengthy description of Heracles’ shield, 
evidently drawing inspiration from the Homeric model of the 
description of Achilles’ shield in Book XVIII of the Iliad. 

The first part clearly raises a more general problem involving 
its relation to the Catalogue of Women: it could have been 
extracted from the overall work or composed in order to be 
inserted within the latter. The second part, on the other hand, 
namely the section dealing with Heracles, is commonly held to 
be non-Hesiodic and thought to date from a period straddling 
the end of the seventh and the beginning of the sixth century. In 
any case, since the poet Stesichorus was familiar with this part, it 
should date back to at least the first half of the sixth century 
approximately. However, the authenticity of the Shield was 
disputed even in antiquity: doubts were cast on it by the 
Alexandrian grammarian Aristophanes of Byzantium, while the 
Peripatetics Megacleides and Apollonius Rhodius believed it to 
be authentic. 

There are quite a number of other works that tradition 
indicates as belonging to the Hesiodic corpus and of which we 


have in most cases only scanty evidence and exiguous 
fragments. One of our sources in this regard is the periegetes 
Pausanias (second century A.D.): he attests (Description of Greece 
IX 31, 4-5 = test. 42 Most) that in his day the Boeotians living in 
the surroundings of Mount Helicon held the opinion that Works 
and Days was the only poem authentically by Hesiod, and they 
declared that the proem handed down by tradition was a fake. 
Pausanias further asserts that others adopted the opposite view 
by attributing to the poet “a very great number of epic poems” 
in addition to Works: 


the poem about women (Fhoie); and what they call the 
Great Ehoiai; the Theogony; the poem about the seer 
Melampous (Melampodia); the one about Theseus’ descent 
into Hades together with Peirithous; and The Precepts of 
Chiron (the ones for teaching Achilles) [these too are 
considered dubious by Aristophanes of Byzantium]; and 
everything that follows after the Works and Days (...) and 
the poem Mantica and explanations of prodigies. 


Other titles that have come down to us are Aegimius, Idaean 
Dactyls, Wedding of Ceyx and Ornithomanteia, to which should be 
added several works on astronomical and geographical subjects. 
Obviously, it is quite impossible to determine when these now 
lost works were composed or whether a veritable collection was 
ever assembled of everything which in one way or another was 
set in relation with Hesiod. What is certain is that a large 
number of compositions were attributed to him as he became 
an authoritative figure as a didactic, genealogical and catalogic 
poet. In the latter respect, it is significant that the great 
Alexandrian grammarian Aristarchus of Samothrace defined the 
catalogic style as “Hesiodic” and went so far as to use this 
category as a distinctive criterion that differentiated such poetry 
from the genuinely Homeric style. 


3.1.6 The reception of Hesiod 


The reception of the Hesiodic works is comparable, in some 
respects, to that of the Homeric poems: just as the latter soon 
became the model for mythic-narrative poetry, so the works of 
Hesiod took on a paradigmatic value for compositions with 
mythic-cosmological content, catalogic structure or didactic 
intent. On this basis, as we have seen, from as early as the 
Archaic Age texts were passed off under the name of Hesiod 
that bore no relation to the genuine Hesiod. 

Handed down, like Homer, by the rhapsodic performances, 
the Hesiodic works became part of the traditional heritage that 
constituted the Greek paideia. Homer and Hesiod were united as 
the most ancient masters, and the relation of comparison and 
competition between the Hesiodic and the Homeric texts is 
attested on more than one occasion: Hesiod is associated with 
Homer as a master of culture in Aristophanes’ comedy Frogs 
(1033), composed towards the end of the fifth century, but also 
as early as the polemic of the philosopher Xenophanes of 
Colophon (sixth to fifth century) against divine 
anthropomorphism. Equally emblematic of this relation is The 
Contest of Homer and Hesiod (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.2), in which it 
is imagined that the two poets meet in a poetry competition and 
that victory is awarded to Hesiod. 

Echoes of the reflections on justice and on other ethical 
motifs expressed by Hesiod can be found in the fragments of 
sixth-century thinkers and in authors of the late Archaic Age as 
well as the early Classical Age, such as Solon, Aeschylus and 
Sophocles. There is a famous passage of Pericles’ speech in the 
historical work of Thucydides (II 40, 1), which states that shame 
does not consist in being poor, but rather in not making an 
effort to escape from the poverty trap. 

One of the periods that most greatly favoured the fortune of 
Hesiod was the Hellenistic Age. Zeno of Citium, the founder of 
Stoicism, gave an allegorical interpretation of Theogony, cited by 
Cicero (On the Nature of the Gods I 36). In a further perspective, 
the Hesiodic works provided Hellenistic philologists with a vast 
range of material for discussion on poetics, interpretation and 
criticism of authenticity: ancient debate on the authenticity of 


the Shield was mentioned above; another question concerned 
the authenticity of the proem of Works and Days, which had been 
called into question by the Peripatetic Praxiphanes of Mytilene 
and by Aristarchus of Samothrace, while Crates of Mallus 
believed the proems of both Hesiodic poems to be spurious. But 
the poet from Ascra was loved and appreciated above all by 
poets themselves. Works was the model of didactic poetry with 
specialist content, which provided a source of inspiration for 
Aratus and Nicander; the motif of the poet’s sacral investiture by 
divinity was likewise taken up again, and in this regard special 
mention must be made of Callimachus, who in the prologue of 
Aetia made a direct reference to the prologue of Theogony and 
also to the motif of the poet’s meeting with the Muses. 

Through the Hellenistic poets, appreciation of Hesiodic 
poetry also made itself felt among Latin authors of the age of 
Augustus, first and foremost Virgil, who explicitly stated in the 
Georgics (II 176) that he modelled himself on the example of 
Hesiod. Subsequently, during the centuries of the Roman 
empire, when appreciation of the style of Hesiodic poetry began 
to wane (it was criticised by Quintilian, The Orator’s Education X 1, 
52), attention turned above all towards the moral content of the 
texts. Accordingly, Hesiod’s works became a standard 
component of reading material used in schools, and were also 
very widely cited in authors such as Plutarch and Galen. The 
Contest of Homer and Hesiod, of which the redaction that has 
come down to us dates from the second century A.D., testifies to 
the strong interest in moral themes: Hesiod won the contest 
because, in contrast to Homer, he is a poet of peace. 

Interest in Hesiod arose again in eleventh-century 
Byzantium, when manuscript editions of Theogony and of Works 
and Days began to be prepared and erudite commentaries were 
drawn up. Among fifteenth-century Italian humanists, Works 
attracted the attention of Niccolo Della Valle, who made a Latin 
translation of the work, and of Poliziano, who studied it with 
interest. However, as far as poetic models are concerned, during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth century it was above all the 
Georgics of Virgil that constituted the reference point for 


scholars whose interest focused on the didactic genre. 


3.2 Didactic poetry: the problem of the genre 


In the context of archaic and classical Greek literature, 
discussion of “didactic poetry” requires, at the very least, some 
preliminary observations. First and foremost, the category itself 
was created long after the Archaic Age; within the framework of 
literary genres it did not begin to be operative until the 
Hellenistic Age. Prior to that time, a poet such as Hesiod was 
fully in harmony with the tradition of epic as far as his language, 
metre, style and content were concerned. Secondly, the whole 
body of poetic production had an educational function and 
every poet was regarded as a master and educator. Accordingly, 
all poetry was held to be didactic. Suffice it to call to mind the 
famous declaration by Herodotus (II 53), according to which 
Homer and Hesiod provided the Greeks with the foundations of 
their religion. Xenophanes maintained that all Greeks looked to 
Homer as the basis for their education: for this very reason, he 
continued, both Homer and Hesiod should be chastised for their 
scandalous representation of divinity. Moreover, the Sophists 
aimed to promote their own teachings in replacement of the 
poets’ traditional doctrines, while Plato sought to free the ideal 
state from the education supplied by poets because this task 
should be performed by philosophers. 

Thus not only Homer and epic, but poetry in general was 
regarded by the Greeks as a source of knowledge and above all 
of ethics-based education. One of the clearest and best-known 
passages is that of Aristophanes (Frogs 1030 ff.), which lists the 
useful things taught by Orpheus, Musaeus, Hesiod and Homer. 
The practice of allegorical interpretation of the poets, testified as 
from the sixth century B.C. and continuing with striking 
abundance and tenacity right up to the Christian and Byzantine 
thinkers, was designed to uphold a positive educational value 
even where the explicit content could conceivably be regarded 
as dangerous, harmful or simply inadequate. Moreover, the 
didactic value attributed to poetry can hardly be brushed aside if 


one calls to mind the question of philosophical poetry, that is to 
say, the fact that some of the most important philosophers prior 
to Socrates (like Xenophanes, Parmenides, Empedocles) used 
verse rather than prose in order to express their doctrines. 

After the Sophists’ reflections on the didactic utilisation of 
poetry, it was basically with Plato that emphasis turned away 
from the predominant role so far enjoyed by poets, who had 
traditionally been revered as key elements in the transmission of 
knowledge and education. In Aristotle’s Poetics one finds the 
first clear symptom of the endeavour to distinguish a “didactic” 
form of poetry on the theoretical level. In Poetics (1, 1447b 16 ff.), 
in the context of his general definition of poetry, Aristotle rejects 
the view that metre is the distinctive element. He points out that 
according to general usage we are led to use the term “poet” to 
refer to anyone who composes a work in verse even if subject 
concerns medicine or natural science, but Homer and 
Empedocles have nothing in common save for the verse form: 
therefore it is right to call Homer a poet, whereas it is more 
correct to refer to Empedocles as a physiologist. Thus the 
literary form of scientific and doctrinal content expressed in 
verse is distinct from genuine poetic forms, and this can be 
ascertained through a theoretical analysis that defines its 
autonomy. 

A further step can be observed in a short anonymous 
treatise of uncertain date, the so-called Tractatus Coislinianus de 
comoedia, though debate on the extent to which Aristotelian 
material has been incorporated into the text is still ongoing. 
Here one finds for the first time a division of poetry into 
“mimetic” and “non-mimetic”, the latter being in turn 
subdivided into “historical” and paideutiké, that is to say 
“instructive, educative, which pursues the aim of teaching.” And 
it appears extremely likely that the definitive codification came 
about during the Alexandrian Age, when discussion of the 
question of literary genres began to play a prominent role. By 
the time explicitly “didactic” poetic works began to be 
composed, pursuing the specific literary and artistic aim of 
composing verse works on a given discipline, the self-awareness 


of this genre appears to be fully accomplished. At that time, 
didactic poetry was assumed to date back to Hesiod and was 
cultivated again, leading to important results. Thus when we 
find, in the work of the Latin grammarian Diomedes (fourth 
century A.D.), a type of poetry characterised as didascalice 
(exemplified with the philosophical works of Empedocles and 
Lucretius, the astronomical works of Aratus and Cicero, the 
Georgics of Virgil et similia), it is clear that the theoretical 
distinction in the classification of genres had now become 
established. 


III Lyric Poetry 


Lyre - AUpa 

The lyre was the most wide- 
spread instrument, even played 
by non-professionals. The 
sound box was obtained from 
the carapace of a tortoise, to 
which two arms of wood, horn 
or ivory that held a bridge were 
applied; it held the strings of 
sheepskin, which could be 3, 7 
or 10. According to the myth it 
was invented by Hermes. 


AULOS - QUAOS 
The aulos was the wind instru- 
ment par excellence, usually 
double-barreled (6tauAdc) similar 
to an oboe. It was formed by a 
cylindrical barrel of cane, bone, 
ivory or metal with 3 or 5 finger- 
holes and a mouthpiece with reed 
(yAwttic). Professional auletes 
often wore the mopBetd, a kind of 
muzzle formed by two strips of 
leather that allowed to regulate 
the pressure of the cheeks. 


CITHARA - KLBGpa 


The cithara was a more sophis- 
ticated type of lyre, which had a 
wooden sound box and a more 
elaborate structure. As an 
instrument of professional 
musicians it was used in public 
concerts and during musical 
contests. 


SyrRInx - oUpty§ 

Also called the Pan flute, the 
syrinx was made up of reeds of 
equal or different lengths tied 
together. 
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SALPINX + OGATHLYE 


A salpinx consisted of a bronze 
tube of varying length (80-120 
cm). It was used in the context 
of war, games and during 
religious processions. 


BARBITOS + BAPBITOS -ov 


The barbitos was a special form 
of the lyre, originating from the 
East and often linked to the cult 
of Dionysus. Compared to the 
lyre, it had longer strings, which 
gave it a deeper sound. 


TYMPANON « TUL TIAVOV 


The tympanon is a percussion 
instrument similar to the tam- 
bourine, which was mainly 
played during religious cere- 
monies. 


PHORMINX - Opty 

The phormix represents an 
Archaic type of lyre, which 
consisted of a semicircular 
sound board and shorter arms. 


CYMBALS - KUL Baha 


Cymbals were  bowl-shaped 
plates made of copper that were 
beaten against each other, 
usually used in the cults of 
Dionysus and Cybele. 


PSALTERY - WQATI plov 


The psaltery was an instrument 
of the harp family, triangular or 
trapezoidal in shape. It was 
played by plucking (pcaAAw) the 
strings, form which its name 
comes from. 


CROTALA + KPOTOAG 

Crotala were an_ instrument 
similar to castanets, used 
especially during the rituals in 
honor of Dionysus and Cybele. 
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1 Occasions, contexts, modes of execution 


1.1 Lyric Poetry 


The information derivable from the Homeric poems concerning 
pre-Homeric poetic forms has been shown by scholars to 
include several genres of lyric poetry. This is another element 
that should be borne in mind when surveying evidence of the 
most ancient stages of Greek poetry and the forms that 
preceded Homer, which were mentioned in an earlier section of 
this book (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.1.1, 1.1.2). It is not merely a 
question of terminology: in some cases we have references to 
occasions of song, which mention “lyrical” compositions that 
can be included among such categories as the hymn, the 
thrénos, the hymenaeus or the paean, to be discussed in further 
detail later in the present chapter. Therefore, prior to the 
Homeric poems and contemporaneously with the most archaic 
phases of epic, there must already have been awareness of 
certain modes of composing poetry that were distinct from epic 
itself; these forms then continued in the genres of archaic lyric 
poetry. We have substantial remains of this lyric production, 
bearing the names of the great lyric poets canonised by 
selection over time: these will form the subject of the present 
chapter. But we cannot obtain direct knowledge of this 
“prehistory” of Greek lyric poetry, which certainly contained 
sung compositions both as solo or monodic pieces and also as 
choral productions (as we will see further on), and also other 
forms which endured mainly only on the level of folk poetry. 
The definition and the overall term of “lyric” comes from the 
Greek Auptkh (troinotc) (/yriké poiésis), which in etymological 
terms implies “(poetry) performed with the accompaniment of 
the AUpa (lyra).” The latter term referred to a string instrument 
with a sound-box made by using the carapace, i.e. the shell of a 
tortoise. The term “lyric” came into use far later than the 
ancient origins of the genres it covers: it was not used before 
the Hellenistic Age and its subsequent fortune - right up to the 
Modern Period - is due essentially to its utilisation in Latin. 
Effectively, we use the term “lyric” to indicate all poetry that is 
neither epic nor dramatic (i.e. not destined for use in the 


theatre), but the overall concept was not in general use in Greek 
culture. Rather, it includes a wide variety of guises, which the 
ancients distinguished mainly on the basis of the occasions and 
the context in which the performance took place, the manner of 
execution and the metre in which the pieces were composed. 
Henceforth we will use the term “lyric” without inverted 
commas, taking the above explanation as an established fact. 


1.2 Settings and occasions: manner of execution and genres 


As is the case with the other literary genres, we can appreciate 
only a fairly limited part of archaic lyric production. This is due 
not merely to the fact that the texts we know have come down 
to us as fragments, which are often quite short, but also in the 
sense that we have knowledge exclusively of the textual 
component, without the possibility of recovering other elements 
that were essential in the reception of ancient lyric poetry. For in 
the same manner as epic, lyric poetry was a form of literature 
destined to be “published” (i.e. it was intended to be 
communicated to a public) mainly by means of a performance: 
this usually involved professional singers, performing in the 
presence of spectators who varied according to the occasion. 
Therefore it was destined to be appreciated predominantly 
(although not exclusively) through the “aural” mode, that is to 
say by listening to it. The poetic performance thereby took on 
the character of a genuine recital, in which a substantial role 
was played by cooperation among aspects that are lost to us 
today, such as the musical accompaniment, the modulation of 
the voice in the sung parts, the choreography (chiefly for choral 
lyric poetry), even the very context of the performance with 
various types of interaction and reciprocal influence between 
the author, the vocalist and the public. 

Lyric poetry of the Archaic Age is closely bound up with the 
specific social context of the polis, within which a number of 
distinctions were becoming perceptible, such as the category of 
rich landowners forming part of the traditional aristocracy, but 
also the emerging mercantile class that was seriously 


undermining the economic and political primacy of the former. 
In the context represented by Homeric society, poetry had been 
a means of entertainment and relaxation available exclusively to 
the aristocratic class of society, who were able to enjoy the 
performances within their palaces. Thus the overall body of epic 
poetry had been able to embody encyclopaedic contents and 
ecumenical characteristics, that is to say, it successfully 
responded to the shared expectations of its above mentioned 
intended recipients. Within the evolving polis, on the other hand, 
the increasingly multifaceted social and political framework led 
to the development of a variegated form of poetry, which was 
able to respond to more diversified and not infrequently 
contrasting social and ideological tendencies, reflecting the 
aspirations of groups desiring to assert and consolidate a 
distinct unitary identity of their own. Such groups included great 
aristocratic families, religious and professional bodies, political 
parties and factions in conflict with one another: the community 
of an individual polis. 


1.2.1 The occasions of song. Monody and chorus 


In the context described above, a crucial role was played by the 
hetaireiai (in Greek etatpiat or etatpetat, literally “companies”), 
namely groups of citizens that were built up on the basis of 
membership in a given social class or of political beliefs. Their 
sense of belonging to a common body was crystallised, from an 
“institutional” point of view, by participation in the common 
banquet or symposium (oupttdotov), in which their sense of 
unity hinged on shared values and the group’s collective self- 
identification. This sense of socio-political cohesion was an 
intrinsic feature of the symposium, and it was also closely bound 
up with the light-hearted aspects of “eat, drink and be merry.” 
Furthermore, the mounting tension in the run-up to a battle 
provided an ideal opportunity for songs with military content 
intended to act as a call to arms: these were occasions when 
one’s companions at the dinner table took on the spirit of 


comrades in arms, and the battle to be fought together against 
the enemy was a manifestation of group solidarity. But while the 
hetaireia was an association with an eminently political nature, a 
rather different type of relation held among the members of the 
thiasos (8iacoc): they too belonged to great aristocratic families, 
but they had a common bond in the form of religious and cultic 
motivations that involved various aspects of community life. 
They were also distinguished from the hetaireiai by the fact that 
the latter were composed exclusively of males, whereas the 
thiasos could also be composed exclusively of females. 
Symposiums and gatherings within a religious community were 
generally enlivened by the performance of monodic songs, that 
is to say songs performed by soloists (who could also be a 
member of the thiasos) with the accompaniment of a musical 
instrument. These were the main occasions, with a 
predominance of symposiums, on which monodic lyrical 
composition was performed. 

Together with these restricted and exclusive forms of 
political-social and religious association, there also existed 
public occasions which offered the opportunity for members of 
civic society, in its various components, to meet. This mainly 
occurred in the context of public ceremonies which were 
associated with the private sphere, such as weddings and 
funerals, and great public collective religious festivals that also 
typically hosted athletic or art competitions. Examples such as 
the panhellenic games (for instance, the Olympic Games) and 
the poetic-musical contests (and, additionally, from the sixth 
century onwards, the Athenian drama competitions in honour of 
the god Dionysus) can be cited. A particularly significant case of 
the relation between the poet and his addressee and his 
environment is that of songs commissioned, at great expense, 
for the solemn and sumptuous celebrations held after a victory. 
All these were canonical occasions for the performance of choral 
songs, i.e. songs performed by a yopdc (choros), a group of 
dancing singers. In the case of choral lyric poetry it is even more 
evident that the complete loss of the extra-textual aspects 
seriously limits our ability to penetrate fully into the meanings 


and characteristics of this varied production; we thus cannot 
avoid the risk of partial interpretations. Furthermore, while the 
loss of the music, song and context of the performance affects 
our knowledge of the whole of lyric poetry, in the case of choral 
lyric we are also deprived of a significant choreographic-gestural 
and scenographic dimension. 

The distinction between monodic and choral lyric poetry is 
based on the type of performance involved: the former is 
designed for a soloist who performs in a relatively restricted 
environment, while the latter is executed by a chorus during 
public ceremonies. This is one of the fundamental differences in 
the manner in which a poetic composition was communicated 
and brought to the attention of the public. It is a distinction that 
already makes an appearance in Homer: the representation of 
Achilles’ shield in the Iliad shows a nuptial song performed and 
danced by a choir of young singers to the sound of flutes and 
the cithara (pdputyyes, phorminges) and, shortly thereafter, a 
boy who, during the grape harvest, sings as a soloist 
accompanying himself with the cithara (respectively XVIII 493- 
495 and 569-571). Another example is found in the Iliad (I 472- 
475), where a group of young men intone a song in honour of 
Apollo: here we certainly have a case of a choral performance. In 
contrast, when Calypso breaks into song as she works at the 
loom in the Odyssey (V 61-62), it is certainly a monodic 
execution. We have a further example of song in the proem of 
Hesiod’s Theogony, with the representation of the choir of the 
Muses singing a hymn to Zeus: this is most certainly a reference 
to a form of choral song utilised for the celebration of a divinity. 


1.2.2 Recitative and melodic song 


The elements differentiating the manner of execution of a song 
are fundamentally of two orders. So far, we have addressed the 
distinction between monody and choral song: now we will turn 
to the contraposition between recitative and fully melodic song. 
The execution of compositions belonging to the genres of 


the elegy and of iambic and trochaic poetry followed the usage 
that was also characteristic of rhapsodic epic (although 
conceivably with subtle differences that escape us), namely a 
chanted and, so to speak, psalmodic recitation of the text 
supported by a rhythmical-musical background. This mode was 
defined as tapakatadoyn (parakatalogé) in the ancient sources 
and can be assimilated, comparatively, to the recitative of 
modern opera, i.e. a reduced degree of musical performance. 
Both of these genres were designed for execution only by a 
soloist. 

In contrast, the general term “melic poetry,” (from YEéAoc, 
melos, “song” or “singing”) referred to all the genres of 
monodic and choral lyric verses in which the execution, unlike 
the general practice for the elegy and the iamb, consisted in a 
veritable melodic song with full musical accompaniment. The 
genres of melic poetry were very numerous and could involve 
monodic or choral singing, according to the requirements of the 
given occasion. Furthermore, monodic melic poetry differed 
from elegiac and iambic-trochaic recitative in that it allowed 
great freedom of rhythm, which translated into a notable variety 
of metres, usually grouped together in strophes that were 
repeated several times in identical form. Melic compositions 
were to a large extent choral, while as far as the inverse is 
concerned it can be said that the whole of choral lyric poetry 
was melic, that is to say, expressed with music and sung. Its 
execution also involved dance movements performed by the 
choir. But here too we should not allow ourselves to be 
excessively influenced by the marked selection that has taken 
place over time and by the limited nature of our knowledge: 
many poets wrote pieces both for monodic and also for choral 
execution; accordingly, labels that tend to exclude certain 
aspects may be misleading. 

The musical accompaniment made use of various 
instruments. The string instruments were composed of the AUpa 
(/yra), the kL8dapa (kithara) and the BapBitoc (-tov) (barbitos or 
barbiton): they derived from the epic poputyé (phorminx), and 
were all basically comparable to the form of the cithara, but with 


different sizes and characteristics. The main wind instruments 
were the avAdc (aulos), rather similar to the present-day flute 
but fitted with a vibratory reed at the mouthpiece (like the 
modern oboe), and the odAmtyé (salpinx), which was a trumpet 
used above all in military contexts. Another instrument, which 
however had a rather limited and marginal use, was the oupty& 
(syrinx) or “Pan pipe,” which was an instrument originally used 
by shepherds and composed of a number of pipes of gradually 
increasing length gathered together in a line. For ceremonies 
that included processional rites it was common for percussion 
instruments to be used (tUuTtava and KUpBaAa, tympana and 
kymbala). 

In lyric poetry, music was a genuine protagonist of the 
poetic event, in which it played a much more important role 
than was the case for the rhythmic accompaniment of recitative. 
The Greeks had no temporal unit (such as the measures in 
modern musical scores): thus the musical texture, both vocal 
and instrumental, was essentially melodic and the rhythm was 
dictated exclusively by the prosodic and metrical structure of the 
words (that is to say, by the sequence of short or long syllables). 
Accordingly, more complex metrical and rhythmic structures 
had a correspondingly more elaborate musical pattern. But the 
whole of this aspect is irremediably lost to us: the few 
incontrovertible fragments we have of ancient texts with musical 
notation are rare and date from no earlier than the third century 
B.C., an era that was very distant (both chronologically and 
culturally) from that of the lyric poets of the Archaic and 
Classical Age. Apart from these remnants, all we have is indirect 
evidence (derivable from scattered bits of information in the 
sources) or theoretical treatises which in any case date froma 
far later period. 


Fig. 2: Musical instruments (Courtesy of Loescher Editore and 
Alessia Ferreccio). 


1.2.3 The genres of melic poetry 


Quite a few songs were designed to be performed at 
ceremonies, often of a religious nature. The term “hymn” 
(Wuvoc, hymnos) was used also in a metaphorical sense, as a 
general term for “poetry,” “song,” but in the context of lyric 
poetry the specific meaning is that of a piece composed in 
honour of a divinity for the occasion of a celebration (such as 
the Homeric Hymns, on which cf. The Archaic Age II 1.10.2, though 
not necessarily in hexameters). As we have only very scant 
documentation in this regard, it is impossible to determine 
whether there was any distinction - and if so, of what nature - 
between a hymn in honour of Apollo and a paean (ttatav), which 
was a specific song for this divinity and had the intrinsic 
characteristic of a prayer (with the repeated invocation in 
Talay); its wartime version also became widespread, performed 
on the occasion of a war. 

The dithyramb (St8UpauBos, dithyrambos) was originally a 
song dedicated to Dionysus; it maintained this value throughout 
the great season of archaic choral lyric poetry. Later (fifth and 
fourth century) the dithyramb became characterised by the 
intricate virtuoso elaboration of the musical element. 

The epinicion (étttviktov, with péAoc as the absent but 
understood element), “victory song,” extolled the winner of a 
musical or sporting competition (among the extremely famous 
and characteristic events of this kind, mention must certainly be 
made of the songs for a victory in the panhellenic games). 

Some definitions of poetic compositions allude to aspects 
concerning the execution of the pieces: the partheneia 
(Ttap8Ev_eta) were performed by a chorus of young maidens 
(ttap8Evol, parthenoi) and they appear to have been particularly 
frequent at Sparta; the prosodion (mpoodStov) was designed to 
accompany a procession; the hyporchema (UTtopynua, from 
UTtopxeéouat, “I dance”) was perhaps also specifically 
characterised by a mimed dance. The term nomos (vouos) 
Originally indicated simply a type of musical melody with the 
accompaniment of a singing voice, and it could be accompanied 
by the cithara (citharoedic nomos) or by the quios (aulodic 
nomos). The compositions were at times quite complex (we have 


knowledge of a formalisation in seven parts), but we have very 
little concrete evidence. 

Other lyric forms were used to celebrate particular moments 
of private and social life. Thus the hymenaeus (UpEvatoc) and 
the epithalamium (émtt8qaAduLov) accompanied various stages of 
a wedding celebration; the thrénos (8pfivoc) was a song for 
mournful circumstances, either private or public, and it was 
performed during funeral rites or in commemorative events. We 
do not know whether or how it differed from the epicedion 
(emuKNSetov), which was likewise a funeral song. The term 
scolion (oKOALOv) was used as a general term for compositions 
sung at symposiums and performed in various ways by those 
present: a song for a divinity performed in chorus, verses in 
praise of someone, ditties exchanged by the guests; finally, the 
encomium (€ykwuLov) was performed in praise of a person for a 
variety of reasons (over time, the term also came to signify a 
genre of oratory). 


1.2.4 Metre, language, content 


One of the elements differentiating the various genres of lyric 
poetry consisted of the metre in which the piece was composed. 
A remarkable range of metres was used, with substantial 
differences among the various types. 

A major distinction concerns the contrast between monodic 
lyric poetry, in which there was a general preference (as far as 
we know) for simpler metrical-rhythmic and often monostrophic 
structures, versus choral forms, which presented more complex 
structures, with greater variety. However, this general 
observation needs to be integrated, wherever possible, with 
careful examination of the concrete manifestations of the 
individual genres. Melic poetry, either monodic or choral, could 
choose from among a wide variety of rhythmic combinations, 
which took shape according to the melody composed by the 
poet. Since the individual sequences, or kd/a (k@Aa, “members,” 
“pieces”), could not be considered individually and thus did not 


constitute an independent metrical unit, they were variably 
associated into “periods” and strophes. For choral songs the 
triadic form was preferred, consisting of strophe, antistrophe 
and epode. In contrast, genres executed with recitative used 
lines, that is to say metrical forms that were more clearly fixed 
and rhythmically self-sufficient. The elegy was distinguished by 
use of the elegiac distich (a pair of lines formed by a hexameter 
and a pentameter, both dactylic), while iambic and trochaic 
poetry made use of metres composed of iambic feet (above all 
the trimeter) or trochees (most often the tetrameter). We will 
not present a lengthy list here: more specific details will be 
provided in connection with the treatment of the various genres 
and authors. 

Language differences can also be perceived, in a general 
sense, between monodic and choral lyric poetry, but once again 
the paucity of the material that has survived suggests that any 
distinctions should be regarded as tendencies and as the 
outcome of a simplification. Monodic lyric poetry usually has 
marked dialectal features (a base of epic with Ionic colouring for 
the iamb and the elegy, Aeolic for Sappho and Alcaeus, Ionic for 
Anacreon), while choral lyric poetry adopts artificial blends of 
various elements but with a marked Doric presence. Here too, 
however, it must be emphasised that these summary 
considerations have no more than a relative value, and the 
specific usage in individual genres and poets will be illustrated 
case by case. 

As far as content is concerned, the above noted 
differentiation of genres and of performance occasions led quite 
naturally to a differentiation among the themes of the songs. 
However, this by no means excluded similarities: in fact it is 
often noted that the various genres also presented analogies 
and overlapping elements, explainable by the common 
destination of the compositions (the intended recipients were 
the public taking part in the symposium or the public 
celebration) and also by the conventional aspects of the literary 
code. On the other hand, it is also undeniable that certain 
distinctive characteristics can be perceived in the choice of 


thematic motifs and the stylistic tone, pointing to subtle 
nuances. An overview (with the inevitable simplifications) of the 
“monodic” genre executed in recitative suggests that iambic 
and trochaic poetry was intended above all to express strong 
feelings, such as hatred, passionate love, harsh polemics, 
derisive irony and insults. In contrast, paraenetic (that is to say, 
exhortative) themes were typical of the elegy, both in the 
military and the political sphere, and they sometimes included 
the presentation of arguments in favour of programmes and 
concepts. In addition, poets sometimes chose the elegiac form 
to address themes concerning reflections on the condition and 
destiny of man. A recent advance in studies in this context is the 
existence in the Archaic Age of an elegy of a narrative type, in 
which stories of episodes of the mythic tradition were told (we 
will address this aspect in greater depth with regard to 
Archilochus). 

In the vast sphere of melic compositions, i.e. of sung lyric 
poetry, one of the favourite themes of monodic poets was the 
sphere of feelings in their intimate dimension: first and 
foremost love, but also friendship, awareness of one’s fellow 
men and of nature, the joys and suffering of the existential 
experience. However, we have famous cases of monodic melic 
poetry focusing on a political theme, which to some extent call 
to mind the themes of paraenetic elegy, but there are also 
examples with aggressive contents, not dissimilar from the tone 
of iambic poetry. In contrast, giving a summary definition of the 
contents of choral melic poetry proves more difficult, as it is 
more frequently influenced by the occasions, or by the 
destination and character of the various genres. The themes are 
frequently linked to a specific occasion, typically viewed in 
relation to myth and the religious sphere, and they regularly 
introduce general considerations on the life of man and on the 
ethics of existence. 

Overall, however, the fundamental differentiation of the 
content of monodic lyric poetry in comparison to that of the 
choral forms should be considered as merely general 
tendencies, and once again hampered by the selection of 


material available to us. Monodic lyric poetry tends to address 
specific themes that are fairly restricted and linked to the 
idiosyncracies of the group components, whereas choral lyric 
composition favours broader themes, suitable for 
communication on solemn occasions in the presence of an 
extensive and varied audience. There appears to be a general 
tendency for poets who opt for the iamb, the elegy and monodic 
poetry to favour polemical content, or to engage in Satirical 
attacks or express aversions and hostility on various topics, 
whereas poets who compose choral melic works generally 
express widely shared contents, ideas and attitudes that are 
embraced by the entire community of their listeners. Therefore 
choral melic poetry tends to express approval or praise rather 
than criticism of its audience. This is an important basic 
difference which, however, should not be radicalised: in actual 
fact one finds numerous cases of elements in common between 
the two types, recurrent themes, shared conventions, which 
means that an excessively rigid distinction would prove to be 
fallacious. For instance, both in monodic and choral 
compositions one finds expressions stated in the first person, 
representing the poet-individual and the - albeit somewhat 
restricted - group of intended recipients, and therefore the 
community. This leads us to an assessment of a delicate 
problem, that of the meaning to be attributed to the lyric “I,” 
that is, the first-person speaker of the poems. 


1.3 Individuality, convention, biography 


The symposium, the thiasos and public celebrations of various 
kinds thus provided the periodic and ritual occasions that 
allowed the members of a hetaireia or of an entire collective 
community to strengthen their mutual bonds and reassert their 
common objectives. The strong pedagogic orientation towards 
the younger participants was one of the essential aspects of 
such occasions, acting as a guarantee for continuity over time. 
These social contexts, which lyric poetry could in no manner 
disregard, were a genuine component of the execution and 


communication, the details of which are to a large extent lost. 
Ideally, however, we should at least make an attempt to imagine 
and keep in mind the possible realisations, in order to avoid 
limited and misleading interpretations. 

In this perspective, it is important to emphasise that lyric 
production was very strongly influenced by the ritual and 
collective character of the various occasions on which, as 
mentioned earlier, the poems were executed. That is to say, the 
song, which acted as an expression of the ideas and feelings 
expressed by an author, clearly had to respond to the interests 
and tastes of the listening public (whether the latter was fairly 
vast or rather limited). It had to reflect the ideology, tastes and 
aesthetic sensibilities of the listeners, and this in turn implied 
that the poetic creation had to conform to specific models of 
form and poetic content, which were guaranteed and 
sanctioned by the context and the general practices prevailing 
among the group. 

For this reason, the statement that Greek lyric poetry differs 
from epic in that the lyric compositions allow the emergence of 
the poet’s individual personality should be viewed with caution: 
a clear distinction should be drawn between the ancient Greek 
situation from the modern conception of the subjectiveness of 
lyric poetry. Admittedly, a progression can be observed from 
Homeric epic to Hesiod and to lyric poetry, with the poet's 
gradual abandonment of an anonymity that floated along the 
river of tradition, which now gives way to the repeated and 
proudly asserted personal “I.” Hence, the experience portrayed 
in the composition is presented as the poet’s own and is 
therefore held to be valid and interesting precisely as such. But 
it should not be overlooked that the poetic “I” of the archaic 
lyric poets is not subjective in the sense of an immediate and 
direct expression of individual sensibilities, as we are led to 
expect in our Modern Era (at times with post-romantic 
exaggerations, from which we should free ourselves once and 
for all). Rather, the archaic lyric “I” tends to summarise and 
express the point of view, the state of mind, the orientations, the 
expectations of the group for whom the piece is sung and on 


behalf of whom it had been commissioned in connection with a 
precise occasion. Yet this in no way implies that when the poet 
says “I” and speaks in the first person, he is merely a 
spokesperson acting as the mouthpiece of a purely and totally 
conventional expression in which his individuality completely 
disappears. It may be more plausible to assume that the 
individuality of a single person and the individuality of a group, 
in the expression and reception of a poem, are to a large extent 
fully overlapping and coinciding: thus a poem may at one and 
the same time be the expression of a single individual and of a 
collective group that is not excessively large (for instance, the 
hetaireia in the symposium, the city community on the occasion 
of festivals). Naturally, the content expressed belongs to an 
individual, but the circumstance whereby certain feelings and 
passions are individual is in no way impaired by the fact of being 
shared by the group; and if they belong to a set, in no way does 
this imply they are less characteristic of the individuality of the 
person who at that moment expresses them through the song. 
It follows that there is a conventional element in the 
expression of a poetic “I” or self, and this aspect is particularly 
important in our effort to draft the biographies of the archaic 
lyric poets, which in many cases we are constrained to formulate 
exclusively on the basis of the poems themselves. It is certainly 
legitimate to acknowledge the role and consideration awarded 
to individual subjectivity in archaic lyric poetry; yet on the other 
hand, it is often difficult to discern the extent to which this may 
be a reflection of reality versus how much is likely to be purely 
conventional, not to mention the additional stumbling block that 
arises if one notes the presence of veritable legendary aspects 
or episodes linked to this or that personality. A nucleus of 
concrete data can be gleaned from the lyric fragments, such as 
references to private or historical events, anecdotal episodes, 
situations reflecting real life or characterisations of personality; 
however, in biographical reconstruction it is important not to fall 
into the mistake of automatically interpreting everything as an 
objective and real biographical fact. Rather, the marked 
influence, in this literature, of the poetic and formal conventions 


should not be overlooked. 

This caveat notwithstanding, we should be aware that it is 
one thing to deny the idea of the factual autobiography (a 
typical presupposition of ancient criticism, with its deductions 
based directly on the texts), but it is quite another to reject any 
claim concerning the value of the thought-content: the poet did 
indeed share the body of ideas with his group, but through his 
expression he also guaranteed his own direct involvement. In 
short, it is advisable not to assume automatically that each 
individual episode narrated in the song effectively took place in 
exactly that manner, with those characters and in that situation. 
However, the ethical-political approach, the ideas, the feelings 
and tastes expressed by means of the episode maintain their 
value, both for the poet’s personality and also for the group to 
which he belonged at that moment. To summarise these 
assumptions with a formula, which is useful in terms of its 
vividness and effectiveness but is obviously an 
oversimplification, we could say that in order to address the 
theme of war an epic poet tells of a mythic war, such as the war 
of Troy or of Thebes, of which he obviously can have no direct 
experience, whereas an archaic lyric poet speaks of a war of his 
own time affecting his own city: he may even have seen it with 
his own eyes. Therefore he can use the first person singular for 
its representation because he has some form of direct 
experience of the situation, even if only in terms of events 
related to him by someone who in fact witnessed the event. 
Accordingly, while in an epic tale the myth constitutes a single 
and unique content, in the “lyric” genre it becomes an exemplum 
(even when it is narrated at considerable length), and it enters 
into a relation with a content presented as a personal 
circumstance shared by both the author and his public. Another 
problematic aspect concerns the paucity of what remains of the 
production of each of the authors. When seeking to delineate 
the profile of an archaic lyric poet we need to be fully aware of 
the risk involved in lending total credence to the particulars 
derived from a minute number of fragments, especially since 
such details are, more often than not, the outcome of a process 


of selection conducted partly by other ancient authors (who are 
themselves only partially known) and to a large extent as the 
result of pure chance. We are unable to say with any certainty 
(although scholars easily allow themselves to be carried away by 
temptation) whether the entire production of a given poet was 
marked by certain characteristics of thought and themes that 
can be found in the fragments, or whether a certain theme, an 
idea, or a feeling appears to be dominant because of the strong 
selective pressure that has exerted an overall effect on the work 
of a certain author. Generally it is not possible to reconstruct the 
precise occasions that inspired the individual compositions and 
thus determined or oriented a poet’s choice of themes and 
attitudes. However, in the context of archaic poetry it should 
always be borne in mind that certain poetic motifs may have 
been typical of the poetic genre in question or may have 
responded to the expectations and request of a given public of 
listeners. 

Undeniably, the scantiness of the extant material, in 
comparison to the presumed overall body of works, constitutes 
a substantial obstacle in any description of archaic Greek poetry. 
Yet there remains the fact that the emergence of the “self” in 
archaic lyric poetry - that is, the lyric “I” - performs a delicate 
balancing act between individual subjective expression, the 
conventional features of the genre, the expectations of the 
group and the requirements of the particular occasion. Thus it 
ultimately appears as an aspect of poetics, rather than as a 
massive influx, into the body of the texts, of the poets’ concrete 
and personal stories, directly reflected and expressed with a 
sense of immediacy. The personal and subjective story may 
indeed be interpreted as a starting point, but only by passing 
through the filter of poetics does it become the subject-matter 
of poetry. It is the framework of poetics that involves and 
requires the presence of an individual “self” and can take the 
liberty of selecting, adding, discarding and modifying the real 
data on account of the conventions holding for the particular 
genre in question and the specific occasion for which the piece 
is sung. The poet’s personal story enters into the poem because 


this belongs to the ground rules of the poetics of lyric poetry, 
but this also implies that poetics thus takes on a dominant 
position, and is fully entitled to intervene and impose its own 
approach. Accordingly, the biographical profiles we are able to 
build up are based on an inextricable blend of real and 
conventional, within which the elements of historical and 
biographical truth are, as it were, both present yet veiled, veiled 
yet present at one and the same time. 


1.4 The tradition of archaic lyric poetry 


The philologists of the Hellenistic Age, who devoted their work 
to the textual recovery and interpretation of the great works of 
archaic and classical Greek literature, established a canon of the 
major melic poets, choosing nine significant figures: Alcaeus, 
Sappho and Anacreon for monodic poetry; Alcman, Stesichorus, 
Ibycus, Simonides, Bacchylides and Pindar for choral song (but 
we will see that the positioning of Stesichorus and Ibycus in the 
canon raises a number of problems). Bacchylides and Pindar 
carried out a large part of their activity in the early decades of 
the Classical Age, but for obvious reasons of continuity we will 
include them in the present section, i.e. Archaic Age. In a similar 
fashion, a selection of iambographers was drawn up, and it 
forms the basis for our knowledge of the fragments of 
Archilochus, Semonides and Hipponax. The elegiac poets of 
whom we have greatest knowledge, and who therefore must 
have formed part of the Alexandrian canon, are Callinus, 
Tyrtaeus, Solon, Xenophanes and Theognis. The last of these, 
together with Pindar, are the only two archaic lyric poets whose 
works have come down to us via the direct Byzantine tradition, 
through manuscripts dating from the Medieval Era. For the rest, 
the archaic lyric poets are known to us from the indirect 
tradition, i.e. by virtue of citations and references scattered in 
the later literature, and from the direct tradition generally on 
papyrus or ancient parchment, in other words from fragmentary 
remains of ancient books discovered mainly in Egypt and dated 
from the Hellenistic Age up to the seventh century A.D. 


2 Iambic and trochaic poetry and the elegy 
2.1 Iambic and trochaic lyric poetry 
2.1.1 Terminology, metres, language 


The iamb, composed of the succession of a short and a long 
syllable (- -), is a very widely used foot in the metrical structures 
of ancient Greek poetry, from lyric poetry to drama. The term 
tayBoc (iambos) appears for the first time in Archilochus (fr. 215 
West), but no definitive statement can be made on the question 
of its origin, which may be pre-Greek. The ancient etymologies 
are clearly the outcome of imagination (such as the derivation 
from idmtw, japtd, “to hurl,” on account of the invectives and 
swearwords “hurled around”) or of a posteriori reconstructions. 
One famous supposed etymology derives the origin of “iamb” 
from the name of the servant girl Iambe, whose jokes brought a 
smile to the lips of Demeter even though the latter was full of 
sorrow over the loss of her daughter Proserpina, but it is much 
more likely that it was actually the name Iambe itself that was 
coined on the basis of the word iamb, rather than vice-versa. 
The most widely used iambic line is the trimeter, composed 
of three iambic metra. Each metron consists of a dipody, i.e. of 
two feet. In some positions, indicated in the diagram by an x, it 
was permissible to replace the short syllable with a long one 
(known as “irrational”) or, alternatively, with two short syllables: 


iambic trimeter X- ve X= ve XH UH 


The ancient scholars regarded Hipponax as the inventor of the 
choliamb (that is to say, a “lame iamb”) or iambic trimeter 
scazon (i.e. “limping”): this was an iambic trimeter in which the 
final iambic foot is replaced by a spondee (- -) or a trochee (-~), 


with inversion of the rhythm, because the arsis (or strong beat) 
precedes the thesis (or weak beat) rather than viceversa. 


choliamb ae eo key a 


The trochee (tpoxatoc, trochaios), composed of a long syllable 
followed by a short syllable (-~), is another foot that forms the 
basis for numerous metrical structures of Greek poetry, used 
both in lyric poetry and in drama. 

The most common trochaic line was the tetrameter, which 
was a sequence of four trochaic metra (that is to say, four 
dipodies), and the last syllable was always long. This line was 
fairly widespread in the catalectic form, that is to say, lacking the 
final syllable and therefore having the end of the line in arsis or 
strong beat: 


trochaic tetrameter SS XSi SKS ee Xa Ss = 


The iamb, in its very early stages, experienced a preliterary 
phase, in the context of rural cults in honour of the goddess 
Demeter celebrated at Eleusis (where the sacred procession was 
also characterised by the exchange of obscene expletives); the 
iamb is also known to have been associated with the cultic 
sphere of the god Dionysus. These contexts resulted in its 
definition as the metre of invective and mockery, of insulting 
and obscene personal attacks or distinctly aggressive satirical 
derision: all these background elements have left their trace in 
literary compositions of the Archaic Age that were designed for 
execution in symposiums, and which by then were certainly far- 
removed from that distant origin. It was a genre with contents, 
style and attitudes that Aristotle summarised in the expression 
Lay BiKn id€a (iambiké idea: Poetics 5, 1449b 8). The terminology 
linked to the stem iauB- (iamb-) identifies these characteristics, 
which in actual fact constitute a link between poetry composed 


in a strictly iambic metre and forms composed in trochaic metre 
and epodic metres (the latter consisting of a long verse followed 
by a shorter one), inasmuch as they had in common the fact of 
belonging to the sphere of invective and scathing satire. 

The general aesthetic rule according to which each genre 
normally corresponded to the use of a specific dialect was 
typical of Greek literature and constituted a fairly significant 
aspect of the conscious artistic conventionality that was an 
intrinsic feature of Hellenic literary culture. In the case of iambic- 
trochaic lyric poetry, the basis of the expressive means is 
supplied by the codified language of epic diction, which the 
poets adapted and remoulded to a different use. The 
fundamental dialectal colouring is that of Ionian, influenced by 
the local manner of speech of the individual poets: Archilochus, 
Semonides and Hipponax are all from the Ionian area. They 
shared the characteristic, as far as we can tell, of a tendency 
towards innovation and language experiments, in which they 
were not averse to including popular elements among the forms 
they used. 


2.1.2 The occasions for song and the poets 


As we saw in the previous chapter, the symposium represented 
one of the major and most effective venues for social cohesion 
and ideological and intellectual exchange of ideas in the context 
of the aristocratic clubs or hetaireiai. In this context, sung poetry 
and music played a special role in crystallising and reaffirming 
the members’ shared values, encouraging communication and 
bonding among the group and ensuring transmission of their 
values to the younger members. 

It is helpful, at this point, to recall observations made above 
concerning the conventional nature of this poetry. Both the 
public and the circumstances in which the performance was 
held could influence the thematic repertoire and the author's 
choice of modes of expression; thus his lyric “I” came to 
coincide with the collective identity of the group to whom he 


addressed his song. In the specific case of iambic-trochaic 
poetry, it should be borne in mind that the poet's use of 
personal invective and insults, whether real or playful, should be 
understood first and foremost as belonging to the canons of 
this literary genre. Admittedly, it would be excessive to interpret 
the situation described in these lyric fragments as totally 
invented and fictitious, divorced from any real experience, but it 
would be equally wrong to view them as if they were a faithful 
reflection of the poet’s biographical data and therefore linked to 
situations and events he had genuinely experienced. Rather, a 
more appropriate interpretation is that the poet’s subjectivity is 
filtered by the formalisms of the genre and becomes the 
subject-matter of the poet’s song through the conventions of 
poetics. 

Iambic and trochaic poetry experienced its richest season in 
the full-blown Archaic Age, between the seventh and the sixth 
century B.C., in the Ionian colonies of Asia Minor and the 
Aegean, which were home to Archilochus, Semonides and 
Hipponax. Their classification as writers of iambic poetry dates 
back to the Hellenistic Period, but it is well to bear in mind that 
in addition to iambic and trochaic poetry, for which they became 
“canonical” authors, they also cultivated other poetic forms 
such as the elegy. Analogously, we will see that poets of the 
Archaic Age who were traditionally classified as elegiac also 
composed in iambic and trochaic metre. 

Only fragments, often fairly small, of the production of these 
poets have come down to us, through papyri and from the 
testimony of later authors. At times, all we have is a single line, 
or even just one word. For Archilochus we know over 300 
fragments, for Hipponax roughly half that amount, while for 
Semonides we have approximately 200 lines. 


2.2 Archilochus of Paros 


2.2.1 Biographical information 


Archilochus’ verses provide us with the first significant example 
of the blend of reality and convention mentioned earlier, which 
characterises the whole of archaic lyric poetry. 

We owe the first date of Greek literature to the fact that 
Archilochus drafted the beginning of one of his tetrameter 
compositions with a reference to an eclipse of the sun, probably 
identifiable with the event of the year 648 B.C. (fr. 122 West): 
“Nothing is to be unexpected or sworn impossible or marvelled 
at, now that Zeus, father of the Olympians, has made night out 
of the noonday, hiding away the light of the shining sun.” If this 
identification of the eclipse is correct, then the poet must be 
dated to the mid seventh century (680-640 ca.), abandoning the 
traditional chronology which made it a reference to the eclipse 
of 711 B.C. and gave an earlier dating, placing the poet between 
the eighth and the seventh century. 

Born on the island of Paros, in the southern Aegean, he 
followed his father Telesicles in the colonisation of Thasos, to 
the south of the Thracian coast, an infertile and inhospitable 
land, “like the backbone of an ass, covered with a wild forest” 
(fr. 21 W.), where “the misery of All-Greeks” (fr. 102 W.) seemed 
to have assembled by common consent. The hostility of the 
populations on the continent and the need to defend the new 
colony, as well as reasons concerning his personal need to eke 
out a living, must have prompted the young Archilochus to 
embark on the harsh profession of enrolling in the military, 
probably as a mercenary, or at least this is the image we 
perceive in a number of fragments on military topics. One of the 
most famous of such fragments is an elegiac distich in which the 
poet’s words communicate with concrete immediacy the drama 
of his predicament (fr. 2 W.): “On board ship (€v Sopi) I have 
kneaded barley bread, on board ship Ismarian wine, and I drink 
it while reclining on board ship.” The motif reminiscent of the 
symposium, inserted into the context of a military watch and 
look-out, is found again in another elegiac fragment (fr. 4 W.): 


But come, make many a trip with a cup through the 
thwarts of the swift ship, pull off the covers of the hollow 


casks, and draw the red wine from the lees; we won't be 
able to stay sober on this watch. 


Other passages that have been preserved speak of a tormented 
love story with Neobule, testified by a few delicate shreds of 
lines (fr. 118 W.): “Would that I might thus touch Neobule on her 
hand”; (frr. 30-31 W.): “She took delight in holding a sprig of 
myrtle and the lovely flower of the rose bush,” “And her hair 
cast a shade over her shoulders and back” (but it is doubtful 
whether the latter two fragments genuinely refer to Neobule). 
As far as we know, the girl’s father, Lycambes, at first gave his 
consent to the marriage but then changed his mind. In hard and 
merciless iambs, Archilochus angrily accuses Lycambes of going 
back on his word: we have an example at the beginning of an 
epode (fr. 172 W.): 


Father Lycambes, what did you mean by this? Who 
unhinged your wits which previously were sound? Now 
you seem to the townspeople a source of much laughter. 


According to the tradition, undoubtedly legendary, the poet’s 
lines made such a profound impression on Lycambes and his 
daughter as to induce them to suicide. It is hard to tell whether 
the love story with Neobule was absolutely real or whether it 
was a conventional expression, either wholly or partly, of poetic 
motifs such as thwarted love and resentment; however, within 
the context of the aristocratic symposium it must have taken on 
a symbolic and paradigmatic value of the proper rules of 
behaviour that regulated certain spheres of existence. 

Another tradition informs us that the poet was murdered on 
the island of Naxos, at a not very advanced age. 


2.2.2 Forms and themes of Archilochus’ poetry 


In antiquity, Archilochus was considered above all as a writer of 
iambic poetry, on account of his production in iambic and 


trochaic metre. From the lines that have come down to us his 
attitude as a poet with a propensity for blame (Wdyoc, psogos) 
and salacious invective (iambiké idea) emerges very clearly: the 
poet himself, in a lost composition, claimed to be a son of the 
slave girl Evimtw (Enipd), whose name evoked the noun evi 
(enipé), “insult, a berating.” However, among the shreds of 
poetry that are preserved under the name of Archilochus we 
also have compositions in elegiac distichs (as we have seen), 
and he is also thought to be the author of an extensive 
fragment, made known recently thanks to a papyrus, which 
documents for the first time the existence of a narrative type of 
elegy with contents taken from myth (as we will see further on). 
The ancients considered him to be the inventor of the 
parakatalogé, i.e. of the mode of execution consisting of a 
recitative supported by musical accompaniment (cf. The Archaic 
Age Ill 1.2.2). 

In a rather famous elegiac distich, Archilochus associates his 
poetic vocation with military life (here referred to by the 
mention of the god of war Enyalius) (fr. 1 W.): 


I am the servant of lord Enyalius and skilled in the lovely 
gift of the Muses. 


This is the first time we find such a strong affirmation of an 
individual personality (eivi 6’ €yw, “I am”) and such a “self- 
portrait” that is so clear and programmatic in its succinct 
statement. Nevertheless, the fact that a large part of the 
biographical information on Archilochus is derived from his own 
fragments - albeit with the problems and hazardous 
assessments already mentioned - is helpful in enabling us to 
grasp at once one of the most characteristic elements of this 
poetry, thereby distinguishing it from epic production, namely 
the role assigned by the poet himself to his own individuality as 
an element of poetics. 

A significant feature of Archilochean poetics consists in the 
expression of proud disengagement from the current mentality 


and rejection of conformistic ambitions. Thus a character of 
humble origin, the carpenter Charon, is depicted by Archilochus 
as expressing total lack of interest in wealth and power (fr. 19 
W., iambic trimeters): 


The possessions of Gyges rich in gold are of no concern to 
me; not yet have I been seized with jealousy of him, I do 
not envy the deeds of the gods, and I have no love of 
tyranny (tupavvisos). That is beyond my sights. 


The fragment conserves for us, among other things, the most 
ancient attestation of the term tupavvic (tyrannis), in its neutral 
sense of “personal political power,” free from negative 
connotations. 

The same thematic sphere, which drew its inspiration from 
anticonformist attitudes, forms the background for a few 
fragments with a military content, in which the traditional 
aristocratic ethic of warrior values is challenged and overturned. 
Thus in four trochaic tetrameters that have come down to us, 
Archilochus scoffs at the handsome and dashing ideal hero of 
epic, to whom he opposes his own preference for a commander 
who may even be small and unprepossessing: all that is 
required, Archilochus emphasises, is that the commander be 
robust and fearless (fr. 114 W.): 


I have no liking for a general who is tall, walks with a 
swaggering gait, takes pride in his curls and is partly 
shaven. Let mine be one who is short, has a bent look 
about the shins, stands firmly on his feet and is full of 
courage. 


This irreverent disregard for tradition, prompted partly by a 
pragmatic sense of reality, can also be perceived in another 
fragment, where Archilochus remembers abandoning his shield 
during a clash with the Thracian population of the Saeans, 
thereby disobeying one of the most ancient precepts of military 


ethics. Honour is lost, but what counts is having saved one’s life 
and continuing to be a soldier with another shield (fr. 5 W.): 


Some Saean exults in my shield which I left - a faultless 
weapon - beside a bush against my will. But I saved 
myself. What do I care about that shield? To hell with it! I'll 
get one that’s just as good another time. 


It should not be overlooked that saving one’s life represented a 
priority for the heroes of epos as well: but in the present case 
one’s own deliverance is basically set in direct comparison and 
contraposition with the dishonourable loss of the shield and the 
possibility of replacing it by another one without any regrets. 

At times, Archilochus’ poetry highlights themes associated 
with anguish and heartfelt suffering and with deeply personal 
considerations on human existence and the concept of 
forbearance and moderation. This can be observed in the 
elegiac lines composed as consolation for his friend Pericles, 
who survived a shipwreck in which others, including a brother- 
in-law of the poet, had been drowned (fr. 13 W.): 


But, my friend, for incurable woes the gods have set 
powerful endurance as an antidote. This woe comes to 
different people at different times. Now it has turned upon 
us and we bewail a bloody wound, but later it will pass to 
others. Come, endure with all haste, thrusting aside 
womanly mourning. 


A similar tone can be perceived in some famous tetrameters, 
where Archilochus addresses his own heart, inviting it not to 
give way to pain but to acquaint itself with the “rhythm” of 
existence (fr. 128 W.): 


My heart, my heart, confounded by woes beyond remedy, 
rise up (?) and defend yourself, setting your breast against 
your foes (?) as they lie in ambush (?) and standing 


steadfastly near the enemy. Do not exult openly in victory 
and in defeat do not fall down lamenting at home, but let 
your rejoicing in joyful times and your grief in bad times be 
moderate (un Atnv). Know what sort of pattern governs 
mankind. 


In the fragment, the expression of one’s own feelings rests on 
traditional elements. The conviction that individual human 
organs are the seat of human will and affections is typical of the 
archaic mentality, just as the act of addressing them in order to 
represent the soliloquy in dialogic form is a poetic module that 
was already familiar in epic. Similarly, the recommendation not 
to indulge in excessive behaviour calls to mind the very ancient 
Delphic precept pndév ayav (méden agan, “nothing in excess”). 

In Archilochean love poetry, an important component - of 
which we have already seen a few examples in connection with 
Neobule - is the manifestation of erotic desire and a description 
of the act of love. The most beautiful and appreciable testimony, 
thanks to the length of the text that has come down to us, is 
provided by the so-called “Cologne Epode” (fr. 196a W.), 
discovered in 1974 on a papyrus fragment held in the University 
of Cologne. The 35 lines that have come down to us do not 
enable us to comprehend the situation fully in all its aspects, but 
it is clear that Archilochus addresses the theme of the betrayal 
he has suffered at the hands of Neobule, who has unexpectedly 
refused to marry him. The poet bitterly describes himself as he 
seduces a sister of Neobule, who is younger than her: “As for 
Neobule, let (some?) other man have her. Ugh, she’s overripe, 
twice your age, and her girlhood’s flower has lost its bloom as 
has the charm which formerly was on it.” The dreadful 
disappointment has persuaded him to forget Neobule and to 
seek solace in her sister: 


To hell with her! (Let) no (one bid?) this, / that I have such 
a wife and become a laughing-stock to my neighbours. I 
much prefer (to have?) you, / since you are neither 
untrustworthy nor two-faced. 


The fragment closes with a description of the embrace and the 
orgasm. 

There are also remains of epodes that have come down to 
us, containing small illustrative stories similar to fables. We can 
just make out the characters, who are drawn from the animal 
world: a fox, an eagle (frr. 174-181 W.) and a fox and a monkey 
(frr. 185-187 W.). The use of short paradigmatic stories (aivot, 
ainoi) within verse compositions must have been a widespread 
characteristic of archaic poetry, as we saw in the example from 
Hesiod (the hawk and the nightingale cf. The Archaic Age II 3.1.3). 
We will go into this subject in greater detail in the chapter 
devoted to fables (cf. The Archaic Age VI). 

Considerable importance attaches to a recent discovery that 
has introduced elements of novelty into our knowledge of 
archaic elegy. It has been already mentioned: consists of an 
extensive poetic fragment about Telephus, recently recognised 
in an Oxyrhynchus papyrus held in Oxford and published in 2005 
(P.Oxy. 4708, remains of a roll to which there also belong P.Oxy. 
854 and 2507, containing other elegiac fragments). This 
constitutes the first attestation, for the Archaic Age, of a 
narrative elegy with mythic content. A general observation, 
according to which “[if an army is driven back by] the force of 
divine [compulsion, one should not] call it cowardice and 
[baseness]” expands into the tale of a mythological exemp/lum, 
namely the war fought by the Greeks under the leadership of 
Agamemnon, when they sailed towards Troy for the first time 
and mistakenly arrived in Mysia (a region of Asia Minor, in the 
southern Troad). There they clashed with the local king 
Telephus, the son of Heracles and of the Arcadian princess 
Auge: “Once on a time, even by himself, Telephus the 
descendant of Arcas put the Argives’ great army to flight, [and 
they did not behave] bravely - so greatly did the divine doom 
frighten them - warriors though they were.” 

There follows the re-evocation of the battle and, glancing 
back to an earlier stage, the narration of how the Greeks arrived 
in Mysia, mistaking it for the Troad. From the thematic point of 
view, the formulation of an ethical hierarchy in which, basically, 


the value of life prevails over military honour appears to be in 
harmony with other fragments of Archilochus, quoted above. A 
greater element of novelty is found in the moral explanation 
which in this case the poet supplies in order to justify the 
soldier’s flight in the midst of battle, namely the enemy’s blatant 
superiority as a sign of direct intervention by the divinity, 
against which all resistance would be completely unbalanced 
and vain. 

One problem that still remains open is the attribution of the 
so-called “Strasbourg Epodes” to Archilochus or to Hipponax. 
Two fragments of a single papyrus held in the French city of 
Strasbourg have been shown to contain the remains of three 
epodic compositions, known as the First, Second and Third 
Strasbourg Epode. In the first (Hipponax, fr. *194 Degani), the 
poet expresses a wish that an adversary, guilty of having 
betrayed the loyalty of the hetaireia, may be shipwrecked on the 
barbaric coasts of Thrace. The Homeric stylistic veneer suggests 
the fragment could be attributed to Archilochus, while the 
aggressive tones would tend to orient the attribution to 
Hipponax (to whom the third epode almost certainly belongs). 


2.2.3 Language and style 


Among the stylistic peculiarities of Archilochus, it is worth 
mentioning the considerable background of forms of expression 
inherited from the poetic tradition, i.e. essentially from Homeric 
epic. Starting from this basis, Archilochus brings to bear his 
ability to innovate within the tradition and to introduce original 
variations not only on the formal, linguistic and stylistic level, but 
also with regard to content. He does not shy from an innovative 
feature such as the use of colourful expressions that may well 
have been taken from everyday language, above all in the 
compositions that made use of iambic and trochaic metre. 


2.3 Semonides of Amorgos 


2.3.1 Biographical information 


The fragments of Semonides that have come down to us provide 
no help whatsoever in seeking to reconstruct his biography. 
Furthermore, the ancient tradition, to which we owe a 
characterisation of the poet deduced from his lines of poetry 
rather than from documented information, has left us but 
scanty and doubtful evidence. The uncertainties and 
contradictions of the ancient evidence do not even allow us to 
give a precise dating of Semonides'’ life. The most plausible 
dating is the second half of the seventh century B.C. 

He was born on the island of Samos, but in antiquity he was 
known as Semonides “of Amorgos” because of his participation 
in the colonial expedition sent from his homeland to the island 
of Amorgos in the Aegean, and also to distinguish him from his 
quasi-namesake Simonides of Ceos, who lived between the sixth 
and the fifth century B.C. It was the Byzantine grammarian 
George Choeroboscus who distinguished the two different 
spellings: 2jUWwviSnc (Sémonides) of AMorgos, Ztwwvidns 
(Sim6nides) of Ceos. 


2.3.2 The themes of the surviving fragments 


The ancients gave a twofold characterisation of the poet on the 
basis of his poetry, and the interpretation has been carried over 
into the Modern Period, giving rise to a veritable stereotype: 
that of the pessimist and misogynist. In actual fact, we cannot 
ascertain whether the whole of Semonides’ production was 
marked by the thematic motifs we find in the surviving 
fragments. In any case it must be kept in mind that his poems 
necessarily had to respond not only to his own subjective choice, 
but also to the code defining the literary genre that formed the 
framework for his poetic production, namely lyric poetry ina 
symposial context, in line with the demands and taste of the 
public in question. 

His reputation as a pessimist stems from a series of 


fragments in iambic trimeters (frr. 1-4 West, of which the first 
consists of 24 lines), in which emphasis is placed on the sense of 
anxiety deriving from the imperfect human condition, destined 
as it is to ignorance, suffering and, finally, death (fr. 1 W.): 
“There is no intelligence among men, but we live like grazing 
animals, subject to what the day brings (€mmpEpot), with no 
knowledge of how the god will bring each thing to pass.” 

Human aspirations are deceptive and illusory, because they 
are thwarted by old age, disease, unfortunate events, death: 
“Thus nothing is without misery, but countless death spirits and 
unforeseen sorrows and disasters exist for mortals.” The long 
fragment closes with an invitation not to fall victim to illusory 
expectations, which are the cause of many ills, but to accept the 
limits set by nature: “But if they were to take my advice, we 
would not long for misfortune nor would we torment ourselves 
by having our hearts set on bitter pain.” 

Similar to fr. 1 is fr. 3 W., which is also significant for the 
characterisation of Semonides as a poet of pessimism: “For we 
have a long time to be dead, but we live years few in number 
and we live them badly.” Such is the gnomic and sententious 
impact of these two trimeters, which strongly evoke the 
atmosphere of a proverbial saying, that they must have made a 
powerful impression on whoever it was that preserved them, 
but it is equally evident that, since we have no knowledge of the 
context in which the distich was inserted, we cannot venture to 
draw any thematic inferences. 

We owe to the erudite John of Stobi (fifth century A.D.) the 
preservation of a lengthy passage, of 118 iambic trimeters, of a 
composition by Semonides known among modern scholars as 
the “Satire of Women” (fr. 7 W.). In the traditional catalogic 
style, the poet lists various types of female figures, each 
assimilated to an animal or to an element of nature, highlighting 
their defects. Here we find an instance of the use of analogy 
between the human world and the animal world, exploited for 
purposes of exemplification. It is a technique reminiscent of 
cases we noted in Hesiod’s Works and Days and in some 
fragments of Archilochus, and is evocative of the tradition of 


fables that was widespread during this period. 

The basic presupposition underlying the list is that Zeus 
created woman as a creature who is “extraneous” to the male 
gender, separate and thus different (ywpic). This distinction 
ushers in a list of forms of woman: the sow-woman, who lives in 
filth; the fox-woman, astute and voluble; the wolf-woman, with a 
mean character; the woman made of earth, whose body has 
disintegrated, and the woman made of sea, pleasant one day 
and unbearable the next; the unpleasant woman who resembles 
a weasel; the horse-woman, reluctant to get to work on 
household chores and constantly in the throes of the urge for 
sexual gratification; and, worst of all, the monkey-woman, ugly, 
mocking, out to create difficulties for others. The last is the bee- 
woman, a model of virtue who enables her family to prosper 
and makes her husband happy. The final part of the fragment is 
a tirade against the negativity of the entire female breed: “For 
the greatest plague that Zeus has created is this - women” and 
coexistence with a woman is a source of calamities. The last two 
iambs that have been preserved mention those who descended 
to Hades “on account of having fought over a woman,” witha 
topical allusion to Helen and the Trojan War. 

This composition earned Semonides the title of misogynist. 
In actual fact, however, the text clearly satisfied a specific 
requirement linked to the occasion of its performance, namely 
the symposial meetings, reserved exclusively to the male 
component of aristocratic society and responding to a precise 
pedagogic function addressed to the younger generation. In 
short, the banquet and the drinking session among one’s 
“peers” represented one of the canonical moments in which the 
male component of the Greek communities recognised and 
reasserted their own social identity and marked their distance 
from the “extraneous” and excluded components such as 
women, slaves and prisoners. Thus it is not a question of the 
author's personal misogyny: rather, the specific socio-cultural 
and anthropological reasons as well as the precise purpose of 
the composition provide the underlying explanation for the 
poet’s choice of the anti-female theme and its development in 


the manner described above. 
2.3.3 Language and style 


The fragments of Semonides provide another example of the 
way Homeric diction was to an overwhelming extent the basis 
for the language of poetry. As in the case of Archilochus, one 
can perceive the operation of adjusting the repertoire of epic 
expression to the requirements of iambic metre; however, 
judging by the fragments that have come down to us, the 
innovation and lexical novelties observed in the work of the poet 
from Paros are not evident in the case of Semonides. The most 
interesting peculiarity of Semonides’ lines is the gnomic and 
sententious element, made up of vivid and incisive sentences. 
For this reason his lines easily lent themselves to being quoted, 
and they were widely appreciated above all by the late authors 
who transmitted them to us. 


2.4 Hipponax of Ephesus 
2.4.1 Biographical information 


For information concerning the biography of Hipponax we once 
again have to turn to information derivable from the surviving 
fragments. Here too, we need to filter the interpretation of the 
lines through the norms and conventions of the literary code 
and the poetic genre of the time, avoiding the tendency to take 
them mechanically as a concrete existential testimony and thus 
to create yet another stereotyped image of this poet. 

On the basis of scanty and fragmentary evidence, we can 
place Hipponax in the mid-sixth century B.C., although it is 
unclear whether his akmé is to be regarded as around 560 or 
closer to 540. Probably the scion of an aristocratic family, he was 
born in Ephesus, a rich and well developed Ionian colony of Asia, 
which, however, he was obliged to leave on account of the 
conflict with the tyrants Athenagoras and Comas and to seek 


refuge at Clazomenae. Hostile iambic fragments speak of bitter 
animosity towards the sculptors Bupalos and Athenis, who came 
from the island of Chios and had carved a caricature of the poet. 
According to a cliché we have already seen in action with regard 
to the biography of Archilochus, the ancient tradition claims that 
the attacks by Hipponax induced Bupalus and Athenis to commit 
suicide. That the unfriendly relations with Bupalus were also 
aggravated by questions of rivalry in a love affair with a girl 
called Arete is, here too, derivable only from a few fragments. 
Once again, as in Archilochus, we find a link between the motif 
of erds and that of acrimonious hostility. 


2.4.2 Themes from daily and private life 


Over 150 fragments have come down to us, none of which are 
particularly long; what they do show is Hipponax’s preference 
for themes drawn from everyday and private life. 

The name of Bupalus appears in a few lines that express 
hostility and biting attacks by the poet, voiced in particularly 
sharp and cantankerous tones (fr. 17 Degani: “People of 
Clazomenae, Bupalus has killed”), which went so far as 
threatening to round on him and have a genuine punch-up (frr. 
121-122 Dg. “Take my cloak, I'll hit Bupalus in the eye”; “For I 
am ambidextrous and I don’t miss with my punches”). To the 
same character seems to be addressed fr. 33 Dg., where 
Hipponax lashes out against the midwife depicted as “guilty” of 
having assisted the birth of Bupalus without knowing what she 
was doing: “What navel-snipper wiped and washed you as you 
squirmed about, you crack-brained creature?” 

As noted earlier, rivalry over the maiden Arete seems to lie 
at the root of this hostility (fr. 22 Dg.): “now he and now Arete 
were drinking a toast”; (fr. 18 Dg.) “Why did you cohabit with 
the wretched Bupalus?”; (fr. 20 Dg.) “Bupalus, the motherfucker 
with Arete”. It is by no means rare to find the girl’s name 
appearing in a clearly erotic context (for example in fr. 24 Dg.: 
“For Arete, having stooped over for me towards the Lamp”). A 


number of fragments are characterised by the erds motif, not 
infrequently expressed with lewd metaphors and accompanied 
by low register and deliberately vulgar terminology. 

Other lines focus on the theme of the extreme poverty the 
poet was obliged to undergo, with regard to which he complains 
bitterly to the gods, using the familiar terms of prayer and 
reproachful terminology (frr. 42 and 43 Dg.): 


Hermes, dear Hermes, son of Maia, Cyllenian, I pray to you, 
for I am shivering violently and terribly and my teeth are 
chattering...Give Hipponax a cloak, tunic, sandals, felt 
shoes and 60 gold staters on the other side. For you 
haven't yet given me a thick cloak as a remedy against the 
cold in winter nor have you covered my feet with thick felt 
shoes, so that my chilblains not burst. 


Modern criticism long believed that these and similar lines 
depicted an image of Hipponax as a poet “dressed in rags,” or 
little more than a “beggar” or “dissolute.” In actual fact, his 
amazing skill in parody ruthlessly exploited literary fiction in 
order to mock human behaviour or to ridicule the tradition with 
derisive irony. His lines show a very specific choice of poetic 
orientation which, however, is perfectly in line with the literary 
convention and fully compatible with the code of iambic poetry, 
inasmuch as the latter typically focuses on invective and a 
demystifying aggressive tone. In other words, parody of himself 
and of the most common human values (especially sex and 
wealth) as well as of religion (or rather, of a particular religious 
conception) prove to be a specific choice performed by 
Hipponax within the possible forms of iambic expression. 

The literary background of the jeering and scoffing tone, 
above all towards religion, can also be perceived in other 
fragments. One of these mentions the god of wealth (Plutos), 
traditionally portrayed as blind (fr. 44 Dg.): 


Wealth - for he is exceedingly blind - never came into my 
house and said: ‘Hipponax, I’m giving you 30 minas of 


silver and much else besides’. For he has a coward’s mind. 


And another fragment unscrupulously plays on Hermes’ 
accommodating camaraderie in a somewhat shady situation, by 
resorting in a parody-like manner to the epic module of an 
invocation to the god at a time of difficulty (fr. 2 Dg.): “Hermes, 
dog throttler, Candaules in the Maeonian language, companion 
of thieves, come give me a hand (?).” This humorous and ironic 
representation of himself and of the gods even prefigures 
aspects that would later be familiar in fifth-century comic 
Athenian drama. 

The ancients underlined this unusual character of 
Hipponax’s poetry, even attributing to him the very invention of 
parody, according to the tendency and traditional aspiration to 
identify the tpWtoc evpetie (“first inventor”) of every literary 
form and genre. We find the most effective example of this 
poetic technique in fr. 126 Dg., a short piece in hexameters, 
which was a clever rewriting of the solemn invocations in the 
opening phrases of epic poetry. It is conceivable that these lines 
were once again designed to ridicule the hated Bupalus, here 
depicted as a monster of boundless voracity: 


Tell me, Muse, of the sea swallowing, the stomach carving 
of Eurymedontiades who eats in no orderly manner, so 
that through a baneful vote determined by the people he 
may die a wretched death along the shore of the 
undraining (?) sea. 


Earlier, in connection with Archilochus, an attribution problem 
was raised with regard to the so-called “Strasbourg Epodes.” 
While the attribution of the first of these epodes (Hipponax, fr. 
*194 Dg.) wavers uncertainly between Archilochus and 
Hipponax and for the second (Hipponax, fr. *195 Dg.) we have 
no more than just a few syllables, the third (Hipponax, fr. *196 
Dg.) is almost unanimously attributed to Hipponax, whose name 
appears in verse 4. This identification is consistent with the 


aggressive tone and the theme recognisable in the few lines 
that have survived (a theft of clothing). 


2.4.3 Language and style 


The ancients believed Hipponax to have been the inventor of the 
choliamb, or iambic trimeter scazon, that is to say the “limping 
iamb” (cf. The Archaic Age III 2.1.1). All that remains of his work 
in epodes and in trochaic trimeters is no more than a few 
fragments, while small remains testify to his familiarity also with 
hexametric poetry. 

The style of Hipponax’s fragments is distinguished by its 
“mimetic” character, with a tendency to parody forms and 
expressions reflecting a variety of different situations and roles: 
an erotic encounter, a beseeching prayer, a lament arising from 
poverty-stricken circumstances, furious hostility towards a 
personal enemy, the ambiguity of a dangerous predicament. In 
the texts that have come down to us one finds a strikingly wide 
range of styles and registers, which point to the refined literary 
background of Hipponax’s poetry: his work is clearly far- 
removed from the old and no longer fashionable idea of folk 
poetry in a “rustic” setting. On the other hand, the deliberately 
vulgar tone of invective still prevails. 

Similarly, the language we find in the fragments is the 
outcome of a carefully employed literary choice. The language 
base is the Ionian of Asia, enriched with lexical loan words from 
non-Greek languages of Asia Minor, but also with slang terms, 
hapax forms and neologisms (especially as regards compound 
words). The outcome is a varied and original form of language, a 
refined artistic product of this eclectic poet. 


2.5 Elegy 
2.5.1 Terminology, metre, language 


Arising presumably in Ionia, possibly in the eighth century B.C., 


elegy was widespread throughout the Hellenic peninsula as 
early as the following century, even in non-Ionian areas. The 
term éAeyoc (elegos, from which there derive the terms €Aeyetov, 
elegeion, which means “elegiac distich” and “composition in 
elegiac distichs,” “elegy,” as well as the later form eAeyeia, 
elegeia) can in all probability be explained on the basis of 
comparison with Near Eastern languages, namely Phrygian and 
Armenian, which point to an original meaning of “wind 
instrument.” In effect, in ancient Greek usage, from at least the 
fifth century, elegos is a song of lamentation accompanied by 
the aulos. The character of this lyric form as a lamentation was 
explained by the ancients with the etymology of the term, 
thought to be from € € A€yetv (e e /egein), “to say ouch ouch.” 
This may or may not be true, but in any case the form of elegy 
documented in the archaic lyric poets only rarely displays this 
character: on the contrary, it includes a considerable variety of 
contents of highly differentiated character. Thus it would seem 
unlikely that this form was originally linked exclusively to funeral 
rituals or to comparable painful occasions. 

The metre that identifies the elegy is the elegiac distich, 
based on the dactylic rhythm that also underlies the epic 
hexameter. The line is extremely flexible and discursive, and 
adapts to a wide variety of contents and tones: exhortations and 
warnings in a wartime context, love themes (as in Mimnermus) 
and political-social issues (Solon), gnomic tones and moral 
paraenesis (Theognis), and so forth. 


The elegiac distich is a small strophe composed of two 
elements: a dactylic hexameter (which we met in epic and 
didactic poetry, cf. The Archaic Age II 1.7.2) linked to a line 
called the dactylic pentameter. Taken literally, this term 
signifies [a verse of] five dactylic metra (or feet), but in 
actual fact it is formed by repeating twice the initial part of 
the hexameter, up to the penthemimeric caesura; 
therefore, some prefer to avoid the name of pentameter in 
favour of “elegiac”: 


hexameter fog oo) a0. o.oo 


In comparison to iambic-trochaic lyric poetry, with regard to 
elegy the concept which holds that the basic element of the 
expressive mode is formed by the codified language of epic 
diction is even more generally valid: changes and innovations 
differentiating it from the original model are limited. As the 
Origin of elegiac poetry arose in the area of the Ionian colonies 
of Asia Minor, the Ionian dialect quite naturally came to be seen 
as typical of the genre. Furthermore, it was a form of Ionian that 
was particularly close to that of Homer. Elements due to local 
variants only rarely put in an appearance, above all in the case 
of poets of non-Ionian origin. 


2.5.2 The occasions of song performance and the elegiac poets 


The relationship between elegiac poets and the epic tradition 
remained strong, both on the formal level (partly on account of 
the continuity guaranteed by the metrical affinity) and also on 
the thematic plane. Some of the elegiac poets (Solon and 
Theognis) were particularly sensitive to the influence of the 
ethical and theological reflection undertaken by Hesiod. But as 
in iambic and trochaic poetry, in elegiac poetry one likewise 
finds the hint of a world undergoing social and military 
transformation (Callinus and Tyrtaeus) and of a greater 
pluralism of mentalities and points of view, which on some 
occasions went so far as to admit a markedly unconventional 
intellectual approach (Xenophanes). 

Elegiac verses are found in fragments of Archilochus, such 
as the famous fr. 1 West, in which the poet declares his military 
and literary vocation (cf. The Archaic Age III 2.2.2). Some of the 
most ancient elegies known to us, composed by Callinus and 
Tyrtaeus (seventh century B.C.), have a military content and 
constitute exhortations in favour of warrior values as battle 
approaches, according to the traditional aristocratic ethical 


code. This form of poetic composition is known as the 
paraenetic elegy (from Greek tlapatvettkoc, parainetikos, 
“exhortatory”). In the sixth century the Athenian legislator Solon 
adopted the elegy for political content, exhorting citizens to 
engage in virtuous behaviour in the life of the polis, and setting 
out his own ethical and political vision. Other poets adopted the 
elegiac form to address civil and philosophical themes 
(Xenophanes) or topics linked to the condition and destiny of 
man (Mimnermus); yet others focused on ethical-didactic 
themes, or gnomic motifs and love poetry (Theognis). 

It is above all the presence of paraenetic and political 
themes that has led some scholars to question whether the 
elegy might perhaps have been designed for performance in a 
context distinct from the symposium, or rather in broader and 
differentiated contexts, such as the army drawn up in battle 
array before the hostilities begin, the citizens’ assembly of the 
polis, the agora. But the literary characteristics of these elegies 
would appear to confirm their conventional nature and suggest 
that they fulfilled the function of underscoring the conceptions 
and values that forged bonds within the groups to which the 
poems were destined, given that the performances were held 
on occasions of a symposial nature (possibly intended and felt 
as a preparation for wartime and political events). 

In comparison to the fragments of iambic and trochaic 
poetry, a considerably larger quantity of remains have come 
down to us from the elegiac authors. While we have little more 
than 10 or 20 or so lines of Callinus, Xenophanes and 
Mimnermus, we have over 200 lines of Tyrtaeus, roughly 300 of 
Solon and the almost 1400 that constitute the elegiac corpus 
attributed to Theognis. For some of these poets we also have 
compositions in metrical forms other than the elegy, such as 
hexametric poetry (Xenophanes) and iambic and trochaic 
metres (Solon). 


2.6 Callinus of Ephesus and paraenetic elegy in archaic Ionia 


2.6.1 Life and fragments 


We have very little biographical information on Callinus, apart 
from the fact that he was born in Ephesus, an Ionian city on the 
coast of Asia Minor. Very little remains of his compositions, 
barely twenty-five lines in total. 

In the only substantial fragment we have (21 lines), the poet 
exhorts his fellow citizens to fight (fr. 1 West): 


How long are you going to lie idle? Young men, when will 
you have a courageous spirit? Don’t those who live round 
about make you feel ashamed of being so utterly passive? 
You think that you are sitting in a state of peace, but all the 
land is in the grip of war...even as one is dying let him 
make a final cast of his javelin. For it is a splendid honour 
for a man to fight on behalf of his land, children and 
wedded wife against the foe. 


Another fragment, consisting of only one line, is believed to 
reveal the identity of these enemies (fr. 5 W.): “Now the horde of 
Cimmerians, with their acts of violence, is advancing.” 

During the first half of the seventh century, the flourishing 
Greek cities along the coastal strip of Asia Minor were the object 
of attacks and raids by the Cimmerians and the Treres, 
populations that were moving into Asia Minor from Thrace: 
Callinus’ lines are widely believed to refer to this situation. We 
also have another piece of information stemming from an 
ancient source, according to which Callinus was older than 
Archilochus and with all probability was born in the first part of 
the seventh century. It thus seems to be confirmed that the poet 
lived in the first half of the seventh century, and was probably 
still fully active in the central part of the latter. 


2.6.2 Language and style 


Callinus’ elegiac poetry, at least that of which we have 


knowledge, is a warlike poetry, with exhortations to heroism in 
the context of fighting. It extols the honour of valiant 
combatants and expresses scorn for indolent inaction at a time 
of danger. It is as if the combatants were still the Homeric 
heroes who clash in duels, even though the new military 
technique of the hoplite phalanx had already come prominently 
to the fore. Therefore it is hardly surprising that the language is 
substantially Homeric, with the predominant Ionian colouring 
that characterises the latter. However, some particular Ionian 
forms can be noted that are absent in attested Homeric diction, 
and are very likely due to the dialect of Ephesus. 


2.7 Tyrtaeus: a poet in archaic Sparta 
2.7.1 Biographical information 


Ancient information concerning Tyrtaeus’ homeland is 
divergent. According to a fairly widespread story, he was a 
schoolmaster in Athens, sent to Sparta as a strategist, because 
an oracle had made a suggestion to the Spartans, who were 
struggling in the second war against the Messenians: the oracle 
put forward the idea that they should make a request for an 
Athenian commander. Thus according to this version, it was only 
at a subsequent stage that Tyrtaeus became a citizen of Sparta, 
but this is commonly held to be a later philo-Athenian version. 
There is also an isolated piece of information which relates that 
he was actually from Miletus, a Ionian city on the coast of Asia 
Minor. However, the other ancient version is far more probable, 
namely, that he was Laconian and precisely from Sparta: thus in 
this version he is definitely not represented as a foreign singer 
who adapted to the spirit of his adoptive homeland, but rather 
as a Spartan poet who took part in the military activities of his 
native town and of his own people, interpreting their aspirations 
and experiencing to the full their lives and their situations. 

The poet is known to have aimed to embolden the Spartans 
with exhortatory elegies on the occasion of the Second 


Messenian War, and in fact this aspect does appear in the 
surviving lines. The chronology of the Spartan wars for control 
over Messenia has not been established with absolute certainty, 
but the first of them took place in the second half of the eighth 
century, when Sparta subjugated the Messenians. As regards 
the second war, which broke out due to a revolt by the 
oppressed, we have a suggested ancient date that places it 
shortly before the middle of the seventh century. However, an 
erudite source reports the akmé of Tyrtaeus as associated 
precisely with the Second Messenian War, in the 35th Olympiad, 
corresponding to the year 640-637, and thus slightly later. In 
one fragment, he is evidently alluding to the first war, when he 
says that those fighting in the vicinity of Messene were “the 
spearmen fathers of our fathers”: he thus regards that 
particular war as having taken place two generations earlier 
than his own time. 


2.7.2 The warrior ethic of the hoplite polis 


Little more than 200 lines of Tyrtaeus’ poetry are extant, part of 
which are badly damaged because they were recovered from 
papyrus fragments. His works probably underwent a certain 
degree of “editorial” re-ordering during the Hellenistic Age, and 
it appears that his production was organised into five books. 

It is likely that two titles cited in the sources, namely 
Constitution for the Spartans (NoAtteta AakeSatpoviotc) and 
Eunomia, indicate the same elegy, in which Tyrtaeus outlined the 
history of Sparta from the time of the settlement of Laconia at 
the behest of Zeus (fr. 2 West), up to the establishment of the 
rhetra (i.e. the constitutional order attributed to the legislator 
Lycurgus) inspired by the oracle of Apollo (fr. 4 W.) and the First 
Messenian War, which was fought and won by the king 
Theopompus (fr. 5 W.): 


Messene good to plough and good to plant. For nineteen 
years the spearmen fathers of our fathers fought ever 


unceasingly over it, displaying steadfast courage in their 
hearts, and in the twentieth year the enemy fled from the 
high mountain range of Ithome, abandoning their rich 
farmlands. 


The ancients had knowledge of two collections of elegies. The 
Exhortations (‘Yrto8f\Kat) should clearly be identified as 
representing the paraenetic elegies; the greater part of the 
surviving fragments effectively belong to this group. In contrast, 
the War Songs (MEAn TloAEULotNpta) must have been a collection 
of songs that typically accompanied soldiers as they marched 
into battle; however, the compositions belonging to this 
particular genre have been lost. 

We have lengthy passages of paraenetic elegies (from the 
Exhortations), focusing on warrior virtues and military honour 
portrayed as the supreme value of citizenship. The aristocratic 
ethic of the Homeric hero, the individual apetn (areté, “virtue”) 
that distinguished a combatant in the full contact with the 
enemy, had by this time been overcome: Tyrtaeus’ words 
presuppose the hoplite military order, namely the phalanx of 
armed citizens lined up to guarantee defence of the polis: 
deploying the troops in this manner gave a better guarantee of 
the compactness of the group and the solidity of its action. 

Bravery that does not cringe in the face of death for the 
salvation of a man's homeland is the theme of fr. 10 W. (the 
most ancient expression of the theme dulce et decorum est pro 
patria mori is voiced precisely here): 


It is a fine thing for a brave man to die when he has fallen 
among the front ranks while fighting for his homeland. 


The very worst thing is the dastardliness of the coward who 
despicably surrenders the land to his enemies and let that his 
family will face a life of grinding poverty: 


Come, you young men, stand fast at one another's side 


and fight, and do not start shameful flight or panic (...), 
and do not be in love of life when you are fighting men. 


If a soldier who falls on the front line happens to be advanced in 
age, this is a disgrace for the young combatants, whereas for a 
young man in the full flush of youth men will 


marvel at the sight of him and women feel desire as long 
as it is alive, and when he has fallen among the front 
ranks, he is fair. 


Similar feelings can be found in fr. 11 W.: 


Those who dare to stand fast at one another's side and to 
advance towards the front ranks in hand-to-hand conflict, 
they die in fewer numbers and they keep safe the troops 
behind them; but when men run away, all esteem is lost. 


Fr. 12 W. opens with a list of human activities and qualities which 
can in no way be allowed to take priority over military value: a 
man who excels at running or wrestling, or is distinguished by 
his fine physique and wealth, or his noble regal appearance or 
eloquent mode of speech can in no way be compared to the 
valorous soldier who proves his worth in battle. Declamatory 
statements of this kind belong to a rhetorical module called 
priamel: its aim is to give prominence to a particular concept, 
image or object by listing its properties or drawing a 
comparison with other concepts, images or things that share 
some of the same characteristics as the object whose nature is 
to be cast in a favourable light. Some have construed these lines 
as a polemical stance against the activities performed by the 
aristocratic class during peace-time, in particular athletics; in 
actual fact, however, Tyrtaeus is not expressing a condemnation 
of such practices (in contrast to the attitude that would be 
expressed by Xenophanes of Colophon): rather, he is proposing 
a scale of values, at the top of which there stands military virtue, 


coherently with precisely the ethic embraced by the aristocracy. 
According to the poet, this is the only trophy (Ge8Aov) a young 
man does well to crave: 


This is a common benefit for the state and all the people, 
whenever a man with firm stance among the front ranks 
never ceases to hold his ground, is utterly unmindful of 
shameful flight, risking his life and displaying a steadfast 
spirit, and standing by the man next to him speaks 
encouragingly. 


When this man dies valorously in battle, young and old alike 
bewail him in his city: 


Never do his name and good fame perish, but even 
though he is beneath the earth he is immortal. 


And if he comes back alive from the battle, he is honoured by his 
fellow citizens throughout the rest of his life, even up to a 
venerable age. 


2.7.3 Language and style 


The language of Tyrtaean elegy is the Ionian of Homeric diction, 
which was regarded as the specific dialect of the genre. It seems 
clear, however, that severe problems of interpretation were 
encountered by the presence, in Tyrtaeus’ compositions, of 
Doric dialectal forms (in particular, accusative plurals of the first 
declension with short alpha instead of long: Seomtotdc). Such 
were the difficulties that in the past the suggestion was put 
forward that the original redaction of the elegies had been 
carried out in Doric dialect. But in actual fact these forms can 
fairly easily be explained by reflecting on the situation and 
context in which Tyrtaeus was operating: in the context of the 
aristocratic symposium, the usage in Sparta called for the 
language of the Ionian elegiac tradition, and furthermore he 


was certainly able to avail himself of characteristic features of 
Spartan Doric dialect, conceivably for metrical purposes 
(Seomtotdc with long alpha would not have been possible in the 
elegiac distich). Moreover, just as was the case with language, 
Tyrtaeus’ style looks back to that of the Homeric epos, 
developing and varying the rhetorical and expressive modules 
that were characteristic of exhortations to bravery in war. 


2.8 Mimnermus of Colophon, poet of the human condition 
2.8.1 The poet and the historical context 


As in the cases noted above, we know little about the life of 
Mimnermus, who (like Callinus) came from the Ionian area on 
the coast of Asia Minor. He was probably born in Colophon, a 
city a few kilometres away from the coast; he is also sometimes 
said to have been from Smyrna, a coastal city slightly further 
north, though this suggestion is thought to be less reliable. Ina 
fragment Mimnermus mentions the founding of the Ionian city 
of Colophon; he then continues with the observation that 
subsequently “by the will of the gods we captured Aeolian 
Smyrna.” The definition of “Aeolian” can be explained by calling 
to mind that Smyrna had indeed originally been an Aeolian 
colony, which was later Ionianised (probably in the eighth 
century, or possibly even earlier); thus his lines seem to make a 
reference to the Ionian conquest of the city. Mimnermus lived in 
the second half of the seventh century: his akmé is estimated to 
have been at roughly the time of the 37th Olympiad, 
corresponding to the years 632-629. An ancient observation on 
Mimnermus could suggest he may have included a mention of 
the 648 solar eclipse in one of his compositions. 

The Asia Minor hinterland had seen the rise of the kingdom 
of Lydia, one of the small states that had taken shape after the 
fragmentation of the Hittite empire. In the seventh century, 
during the Mermnad dynasty founded by Gyges, the power of 
Lydia developed considerably, with an expansionist drive 


towards the coast in search of an outlet to the sea. Thus the 
kingdom of Lydia constituted a constant threat for the Greek 
cities of the coastal area, with Smyrna and Miletus being the first 
to undergo an attack. 

This historical situation forms the background to part of 
Mimnermus’ production, where he devotes his attention to the 
theme of the various wars that broke out and set the inhabitants 
of the region against the kingdom of Lydia. One fragment in 
particular (fr. 14 West) describes a clash in the plain of the river 
Hermus, north of Smyrna: the poet’s words extol the feats and 
the bravery of a fighter whose strength and heroic spirit “I learn 
from my elders,” and of whom the poet speaks in tones recalling 
the war poetry of epic “[my elders who] saw him, routing the 
thick ranks of the Lydian cavalry on the plain of Hermus. At no 
time whatsoever did Pallas Athena find fault with his heart’s 
fierce strength, when he sped among the fore-fighters in the 
combat of bloody war.” 

The name of the poet could signify “He who resists on the 
Hermus” and would thus reveal his origin from an aristocratic 
family: if so, his family may well have taken part in those 
wartime episodes and they had perhaps sought to preserve the 
memory of the episodes of military glory in the name of one of 
their scions. The remembrance of the founding of Colophon, 
followed in the story by the conquest of Smyrna, also points to 
the idea that he belonged to the aristocracy. Such interests 
point to an affinity between Mimnermus and the later Ionian 
historiographic tradition, which focuses strongly on the subject 
of the founding of the colonies and the identity of the founders. 
On the other hand, a rather contrasting depiction comes from 
the suggestion that Mimnermus was a flute player, i.e. that he 
played the aulos professionally. Critical interpretation is however 
more inclined to believe he may have been an aulodos, that is to 
say the poet who sings accompanied by the aulos. This is a 
biographical detail that would fit well with the symposial 
destination of his song. 


2.8.2 The themes of his poetry 


Very little of Mimnermus’ work can be read today: all we have is 
a total of barely more than eighty lines. The ancient sources 
provide us with two titles of elegiac collections: one entitled 
Nanno, from the name of the woman to whom a few lines of love 
poetry were dedicated, although it would appear that the 
collection also contained texts of political content. Another 
collection, entitled Smyrneis, consisting of elegies on episodes of 
the war fought by the inhabitants of Smyrna against the Lydians 
and their king Gyges, showed an innovative thematic choice of 
historical events that had taken place fifty years earlier. 

The surviving lines, despite their paucity, allow a glimpse of 
a narrative type of elegy, displaying a relationship with epic not 
only in terms of language and style, but also of themes. The 
fragments reveal scenarios of warfare (as in the previously 
mentioned fr. 14 W.) and mythic representations (such as details 
of the saga of Jason, found in frr. 11 and 11a W.). The most 
striking difference, as compared to epic, is that the events 
depicted do not belong to the distant and absolute past of epos: 
rather, they are relatively recent memories, recollections of 
contemporary affairs that belong to the consciousness of the 
poet’s era and affect the situation of his time. Even myth is 
treated with a different sensibility, one that pays attention to 
aspects that concern human existence. For instance, in the 
portrayal of the myth of the Sun attention is drawn to the 
incessant and unremitting toil afflicting the latter, closely 
mirroring the destiny of man (fr. 12 W.): 


For the Sun’s lot is toil every day and there is never any 
respite for him and his horses, from the moment rose- 
fingered Dawn leaves Oceanus and goes up into the sky. 


In a few celebrated fragments, a related motif draws its 
inspiration from the human condition, destined as it is to old 
age, suffering and death. Here too a soup¢on of the thematic 
repertoire of epic can be perceived, where the unhappy and 
ephemeral destiny of mortals stands in opposition to the blissful 


and eternal fortune of the gods (fr. 2 W.) 


We are like the leaves which the flowery season of spring 
brings forth, when they quickly grow beneath the rays of 
the sun; like them we delight in the flowers of youth for an 
arm's length of time, knowing neither the bad nor the 
good that comes from the gods. 


Old age and death await mankind and “youth’s fruit is short- 
lived, lasting as long as the sunlight spreads over the earth.” 
Though the joys of youth are ephemeral, they endow life with 
meaning, but “when the end of this season passes by, 
straightway death is better than life”; what remains is a host of 
misfortunes and calamities, then death, because “there is no 
one to whom Zeus does not give a multitude of ills.” Since this is 
the way things are - the poet continues - it is preferable for 
death to make its appearance before the impending ills take 
over (fr. 6 W.): 


Would that my fated death might come at sixty, 
unattended by sickness and grievous cares. 


The lament over the human condition of old age and death 
expands into a painful sense of regret for lost youth and its 
ephemeral pleasures, in fr. 5 W.: 


But precious youth is like a fleeting dream; in no time 
grievous and hideous old age, hateful as well as 
dishonoured, hangs over one’s head. It makes a man 
unrecognisable and hampers eyes and mind when it is 
poured round. 


Closely connected to the theme of fleeting nature of youth and 
the ever-looming premonition of old age and its infirmities is the 
theme of love, the short-lived nature of which the poet 
mournfully laments (fr. 1 W.): 


What life is there, what pleasure without golden 
Aphrodite? May I die when I no longer care about secret 
intrigues, persuasive gifts, and the bed, those blossoms of 
youth that men and women find alluring. 


With advancing age, nothing remains of these joys, because “so 
harsh has the god made old age.” 


2.8.3 Language and style 


The language and style of the compositions attributed to 
Mimnermus reproduce Homeric diction, without introducing any 
particular original features. Among the compositions that have 
come down to us, the only ones definitely attributable to him 
are elegiac distichs, in which the most significant stylistic feature 
is the presence of a narrative aspect. This aspect (which we have 
already seen in new recent evidence for Archilochus, see The 
Archaic Age II 2.2.2) can, on the one hand, be traced back to the 
epic tradition, while on the other it displays a use of elegy that 
would become extremely widespread at a later date, particularly 
in the Hellenistic Age. 


2.9 Solon of Athens: a complex historical figure 
2.9.1 Life 


In comparison to the other archaic poets, the biographical 
information concerning the Athenian Solon is relatively 
abundant, enabling us to provide a more clearly defined 
physiognomy of his figure as a poet and politician, clarifying 
these individual yet closely intertwined aspects of his activity. 
We are aided, in this case, by well documented historiographic, 
biographical and antiquarian sources, such as Aristotle 
(Constitution of the Athenians 5-12) and Plutarch (Life of Solon); 
their works have preserved for us this background material as 
well as a great quantity of the verses of this Athenian statesman. 


Solon was born in Athens around 640: he is thus the first 
Athenian character we meet in the history of Greek literature, 
and it is significant that he was at the same time an active 
protagonist of the political developments in his city. He came 
from a noble family, namely from one of the leading families 
which, however, was no longer particularly affluent. It is 
conceivable that the journeys he undertook in the early part of 
his adult life were designed to rebuild his family’s fortunes 
through trade and commerce, a sphere of activity which at that 
time was undergoing rapid development and was creating new 
sources of wealth alongside the old land-owning aristocracy. 
Thus it was a period of expansion and profound changes, which 
were already bringing about substantial and problematic 
transformations of the traditional setup. 

As far as we know, the first episode that brought Solon to 
the forefront of attention in Athenian political life was part of the 
protracted conflict between Megara and Athens for possession 
of Salamis, the island of the Saronic Gulf facing the port of 
Athens and destined to play a highly significant role in the later 
history of the city. After prolonged struggles that led to no 
clearly defined outcome, the Athenians promulgated a law 
forbidding anyone in the city to put forward any further 
demands with regard to Salamis. Solon, however, realised that 
notably different feelings were circulating in Athens: he thus 
pretended to have gone mad and went to the agora, where he 
declaimed an elegy full of propaganda, exhorting people to 
resume the struggle for the island (fr. 2 West). According to the 
account that has come down to us, this action led to the repeal 
of the law, and even resulted in Solon being entrusted with the 
command of the operations. 

It is hard to tell how much is true in this description, which 
raises anumber of doubts and is related with non-negligible 
divergences in the ancient sources. Even the chronology itself is 
not completely certain, although it does seem probable that the 
historical nucleus of the sequence of events took place prior to 
Solon’s archonship, in the early years of the sixth century. 
However, we have eight lines of the elegy for Salamis (according 


to Plutarch, the original numbered a hundred lines) and the 
beginning goes as follows (fr. 1 W.): “I have come in person as a 
herald from lovely Salamis, composing song, an adornment of 
words, instead of speech.” A markedly ironic tone is perceived in 
Solon’s definition of the Athenians as “those abandon-Salamis 
folk” and his exhortation resonates loud and clear: “Let us go to 
Salamis to fight for the lovely island and clear away bitter 
disgrace” (fr. 3 W.). An appeal of this kind must have 
reverberated strongly and very effectively in the symposium, the 
usual context in which poetry was recited live. 

The authoritativeness of Solon must have increased 
substantially, together with the image of balance and 
impartiality, if one notes that during his archonship (in 594/3 or, 
according to other sources, in 592/1) he was designated as the 
arbiter (StaAAaktn, diallaktés) in the dramatic social conflict 
that pitted one half of the city against the other: the big 
landowners who had obtained considerable advantage from the 
economic crisis afflicting small property owners, versus the 
poverty-stricken farmers, who faced no choice but to contract 
debts towards the landed gentry and then, as a result of 
insolvency, to become their slaves in the hope of eventually 
redeeming the mortgages imposed on their lands. This was a 
crisis that also afflicted other communities of the Greek world 
and which gave rise to various different outcomes: tyrannies, or 
colonial phenomena or in some cases, as occurred in Athens, 
the choice of men super partes capable of mediating between 
opposing interests. Solon introduced some reform laws, both 
economic (the oetody8eta, seisachtheia, or “shaking the 
weights,” which wrote off debts that had been contracted or, 
according to other sources, reduced the interest on the debt) 
and social (abolishing the possibility of reducing citizens to 
slavery for economic reasons). In addition, the historiographic 
tradition mentions important measures in the institutional 
realm as well, with the creation of new classes based on census 
data, and in the sphere of weights and measures. 

The ancient sources inform us that soon after the 
introduction of the reforms, Solon left Athens for a prolonged 


period of time, between 590 and 580 (it was a form of voluntary 
exile: the sources speak of his amtoSnuta, “being abroad”), 
thereby steering away from recriminations and attempts at 
corruption coming from both sides. He took advantage of the 
time to undertake journeys to Egypt and Cyprus. 

When he died, around 560 B.C., he was approximately eighty 
years old. The fame that followed him after his death was such 
that he was included in the canon of the Seven Sages, semi- 
legendary characters endowed with proverbial wisdom, whom 
we will describe in the chapter on philosophy. 


2.9.2 An elegy with political content 


Solon’s elegiac production that has come down to us run to a 
total of over 200 lines. From the fragments there emerges a 
decidedly political orientation in his elegiac poetry, designed as 
a concrete guide to influence his fellow citizens’ mentality and 
behaviour, by setting out concepts and ethical-political values 
and also by providing a clear explanation of the motives that 
had prompted him to enact his reforms. 

The latter aspect is testified by several fragments that have a 
clearly apologetic tone, in which Solon defends his actions by 
underscoring the positive values they pursued, namely social 
justice (fr. 5 W.): 


I have given the masses as much privilege as is sufficient, 
neither taking away from their honour nor adding to it. 
And as for those who had power and were envied for their 
wealth, I saw to it that they too should suffer no indignity. I 
stood with a mighty shield cast round both sides and did 
not allow either to have an unjust victory. 


Solon had been perfectly aware from the start that by trying to 
usher in justice for the whole of the population, he would 
become the target of hostility (fr. 7 W.): “In matters of great 
importance it is hard to please everyone.” 


Similar motifs can be perceived in other famous elegiac 
compositions, which address the theme of fairness, although 
not on the plane of self-defence but, rather, with a didactic tone. 
Thus it is hardly surprising that many of the concepts and terms 
used by Solon in these texts clearly descend from Hesiod’s 
reflections on justice as put forward in Works and Days. A 
considerable portion of this material, almost 40 lines, is 
preserved in an elegy known by the title of Evvopia (Eunomia, fr. 
4W.), a title we met earlier in connection with a composition by 
Tyrtaeus. In this work Solon puts forward his analysis of the 
political situation of the city, which is suffering from troubles 
that come not from the gods but from men themselves: 
Avovouta (Dysnomia), the bad government and the absence of 
social order, arises from greed and social egoism, thereby 
condemning some citizens to suffer a life of grinding poverty 
and slavery, from which others - incapable of realising that as a 
result of their actions the whole city is in thrall to evil - will draw 
unfair advantage: 


And so the public evil comes home to each man and the 
courtyard gates no longer have the will to hold it back, but 
it leaps over the high barrier and assuredly finds him out, 
even if he takes refuge in an innermost corner of his room 
(...) Lawlessness brings the city countless ills. 


In reverse Eunomia 


reveals all that is orderly and fitting, and often places 
fetters round the unjust. She makes the rough smooth, 
puts a stop to excess, weakens insolence, dries up the 
blooming flowers of ruin, straightens out crooked 
judgements (...) Under her all things among men are 
fitting and rational. 


We also have an elegy consisting of 76 lines dedicated to the 
Muses, which as far as we can see has been entirely preserved 


(fr. 13 W.). But while the elegy on good government addressed 
the theme of social and political justice, the elegy to the Muses 
deals with justice on the ethical and theological level, focusing 
even more strongly on the concepts expressed by Hesiod. The 
Hesiodic model is explicitly called to mind from the very start, 
with the prayer to the Muses from which the composition takes 
its name: they are invoked with the exhortation to obtain joy 
from the gods on behalf of the poet and good reputation from 
men. The statement of the theme follows immediately: wealth is 
a positive concept, provided it is not based on injustice and 
violence. Justice (Sikn, diké) will arrive sooner or later to punish 
iniquity, because its guarantor is Zeus: 


Suddenly, just as the clouds are quickly scattered by a 
spring wind which stirs up the bottom of the swelling and 
indraining (?) sea, ravages the gods’ high seat in heaven 
and again brings a clear sky to view; the strong sun shines 
in beauty over the fertile land and no longer can even a 
single cloud be seen - such is the vengeance of Zeus. 


The argument proceeds by gnomic and sententious statements, 
metaphoric images and examples drawn from epic, which 
endow the text with an elevated and solemn tone. 

Other shorter fragments contain expressions of gnomic 
wisdom, which have facilitated their conservation in the indirect 
tradition (fr. 15 W.): “Many base men are rich and many good 
men poor: but we will not take their wealth in exchange for 
virtue, since this is always secure, while wealth belongs now to 
one man, now to another.” One of the themes that Solon 
particularly favoured was that of old age, which, in contrast to 
Mimnermus’ portrayal, is seen as a season of life endowed with 
value and importance (fr. 18 W.): “As I grow old I am always 
learning many things.” An explicit reference to Mimnermus is 
made in fr. 20 W., where Solon reworks a line that had evidently 
become famous: 


Would that my fated death might come at sixty, 
unattended by sickness and grievous care’ [Mimnermus, 
fr. 6 W.]. But if even now you will listen to me, remove this 
- and do not be offended because my thoughts are better 
than yours - and changing it, Ligyaistades, sings as 
follows: ‘May my fated death come at eighty. 


By the same token, the motif of death, so deeply felt in 
Mimnermus'’ elegies, appears in a Solonian fragment (fr. 21 W.) 
with a rather strikingly different tone, in which the 
manifestations of grief and regret take on a consolatory value: 
“May death not come to me without tears, but when I die may I 
leave my friends with sorrow and lamentation.” 


2.9.3 The fragments in iambic and trochaic metre 


A total of seventy or so lines of compositions in trochaic 
tetrameters and in iambs have come down to us, in which Solon 
puts forwards the same apologetic considerations as were seen 
earlier in a few elegiac fragments. The central argument of 
Solonian self-defence rests on his statement that his reforms 
had averted the risk of civil war against the nobility or the rise of 
an authoritarian tyranny based on support by the poor masses. 
This was a justification that would hardly fall on deaf ears when 
proclaimed to an aristocratic listening public, which constituted 
the audience of the symposial occasion. 

In fr. 33 W., in trochaic tetrameters, Solon introduces a 
character who expresses amazement that Solon had not drawn 
personal economic advantage from his political position: 


Solon is by nature a man of shallow mind and a fool. When 
the god offered him good things, he did not accept them. 
He cast a great net round his quarry, but stood in 
wonderment and did not draw it tight, bereft of courage 
and sense alike. If I had gained power, obtained vast 
wealth, and become tyrant of Athens for only a single day, 
I'd be willing to be flayed into a wineskin afterwards and to 


have my line wiped out. 


Preference for the public good, even to the detriment of one’s 
personal interest, is explicitly stated in fr. 34 W. In nine trochaic 
tetrameters the poet bewails the ungrateful hostility of his 
fellow citizens and stresses his unwillingness to yield to any 
temptation of tyrannical power, based as it would be on the 
support of the poverty-stricken masses and at the expense of 
justice: 


And now they are angry and they all look askance at me as 
if I were their enemy. They should not. With the help of the 
gods I have accomplished what I said I would, and other 
fruitless measures I did not take; it gives me no pleasure 
to act (?) with the violence of tyranny or to share the 
country’s rich land equally between the lower and upper 
classes. 


His success in saving his country from undergoing the 
experience of a violent tyranny was a source of pride for Solon 
as well a boost to his political credibility (fr. 32 W.): 


If I spared my homeland and did not grasp tyranny and 
brute force, bringing stain and disgrace on my reputation, 
Iam not ashamed. For I think that in this way I shall be 
more able to outstrip everyone. 


His passionate defence of the policies he had enacted 
characterises a lengthy fragment of 27 iambic trimeters 
(preserved in its complete version by Aristotle and in part also 
by other sources), in which Solon retraces the list of the reforms 
he had introduced and the results obtained (fr. 36 W.): 


Before achieving what of the goals for which I brought the 
people together did I stop? In the verdict of time I will 
have as my best witness the mighty mother of the 


Olympian gods, dark Earth 


which has now been freed from the mortgage bonds that were 
ensnaring it. The poet seeks words of support for the 
righteousness of his actions from all those who have been able 
to return to Athens after being sold as slaves or after fleeing 
into exile to escape from grinding poverty, and from all those 
who, in the city, have been set free from their condition of 
slavery due to the bondage of debt. There follows an explicit 
assertion of his disinterested impartiality: 


These things I did by the exercise of my power, blending 
together force and justice, and I persevered to the end as I 
promised. I wrote laws for the lower and upper classes 
alike, providing a straight legal process for each person. 


Solon demands to be recognised as having the merit for 
restraining the impetuous masses of the common people, of not 
allowing himself to be lured by the temptations of power and of 
averting the risk of civil war, even though his actions had 
condemned him to resentment and unpopularity among his 
fellow citizens and had obliged him to adopt a constantly wary 
lifestyle, never allowing himself to be caught ‘off his guard’: “I 
set up a defence on every side and turned about like a wolf 
among a pack of dogs.” 


2.9.4 Language and style 


Similarly to the work of the poets examined so far, Solon’s 
language is basically Ionian with a Homeric colouring; it is also 
characterised by a marked influence from Hesiod’s poetry, from 
which, as noted above, the poet draws not merely the language 
tone but also ethical values and concepts. As in the case of 
Callinus and Tyrtaeus, epic language is utilised for the sake of 
immediacy of effect in addressing themes of current relevance. 
Here, however, in comparison to the latter poets, paraenesis is 


brought into effect on the political rather than the military 
plane, but the passion inspiring Solon’s lines is perhaps even 
stronger because it directly involves the very poet himself as 
well as the responsibility-based political course of action he 
carried out personally. The iambic and trochaic fragments do 
not display the aggressive character noted earlier in other poets 
who used this metre, but are reserved, instead, for 
considerations of an apologetic nature. 


2.10 Theognis of Megara and gnomic elegy 
2.10.1 An author known via the direct tradition 


The direct tradition has brought us almost 1400 lines of poetry 
that bear the name of Theognis, which have come down to us 
through the medieval codices. This is a far greater body of 
verses than we have found - and will encounter - for the other 
archaic lyric poets, apart from the case of Pindar. Theognis’ 
work consists mainly of rather short elegies, distributed into two 
books of unequal size and attributed to Theognis, but the 
poems contained therein are to a large extent certainly not his 
own: thus the expression “Theognidean Corpus” is generally 
used. On account of the fact that heterogeneous material dating 
from different eras has found its way into the collection, a 
“Theognidaean question” has arisen, that is to say, the problem 
of distinguishing the part of the body of materials that is 
authentically by Theognis from the remainder which is not. This, 
in turn, implies reconstructing the history of the formation of 
the corpus and the manner of aggregation of the songs. Such a 
task is far from simple: it poses a problem, or rather, a range of 
problems, that cannot easily be solved, considering that 
knowledge of Theognis’ lines was extremely widespread in 
Athens and they became part of a repertory of symposial songs 
that were subject to modifications, re-elaborations or additions 
inspired by the circumstances of the performance. 


2.10.2 Biographical information 


We know little of the life of Theognis of Megara Nisaea, a locality 
on the Isthmus of Corinth (not to be confused with Megara 
Hyblaea, in Sicily). If credence can be given to the ancient 
assertion that he reached his akmé in the 59th Olympiad, 
corresponding to the years 544-541, then his activity was at its 
height in the mid-sixth century. A salient feature of his 
personality and his poetry is the emphasis placed on his 
membership of the aristocracy: he embodies and defends its 
ideals and ideology, expressing indignation at the rise of a 
society in which the new commercial sectors were acquiring 
wealth and power, while the old aristocracy and its 
representatives were doomed to an inexorable decline by the 
course of history. This class pride, threatened in its 
exclusiveness, emerges in lines dedicated to the “plague” of 
mixed marriages between the nobility and common citizens 
(189-190): “It is money people honour; one who is noble 
marries the daughter of one who is base and one who is base 
marries the daughter of one who is noble.” It appears that he 
was forced to go into exile and was stripped of his possessions, 
in the context of interminable civil strife that came in the wake 
of the tyranny of Theagenes, the lord of Megara in the second 
half of the seventh century. He stayed for some time in Sicily 
(Plato calls him a “citizen” of Megara Hyblaea), and also on the 
island of Euboea and in Sparta. 


2.10.3 The themes of the Theognidean corpus. The gnomic elegy 


The Theognidean corpus is divided into two books, of unequal 
length. The first, consisting of over 1200 lines, contains 
compositions devoted to political and moral subjects; the 
second, which is made up of roughly 160 lines on the subject of 
love, is handed down by one single manuscript and arose from a 
late selection of the poems focusing on openly homoerotic 
themes. The corpus also includes compositions by other poets, 


such as Tyrtaeus, Solon and Mimnermus; moreover, it is not rare 
for a given line or distich to be repeated in different places 
within the collection, while one may also find compositions 
dealing with the same topic grouped together within the corpus. 
In some cases, an identical subject is addressed in contiguous 
distichs but in variant forms: this practice has been interpreted 
as a reflection of the symposial use of “chains” (the fellow 
diners, each in turn, recited a distich linked to the previous one). 
All of these features constitute unequivocal signs of the 
compilatory and anthological character of the collection, and 
this in turn enabled it to fulfil a useful function over a 
considerable period of time. 

One of the peculiar characteristics of the Theognidean 
elegies is their gnomic or proverbial sententiousness. Their 
structure is based on a series of sayings and maxims having a 
general and absolute value, which seek to achieve rhetorical and 
stylistic succinctness of expression as a means of 
communicating an effect of authoritative content, as well as 
ensuring easy memorisation for purposes of citing significant 
fragments. These stylistic characteristics are matched above all 
by the moral themes concerning the behavioural values of the 
evolving archaic society, as portrayed in the elegies of the first 
book. 

The ethical-political strand, which had already become 
associated with the elegiac form as in Solon’s lines, focuses on 
the degeneration of customs and habits and on the poet’s 
sorrow at the loss of traditional values. This degeneration, he 
argues, stems from the social elevation of non-noble individuals 
(indicated by the terms kakoi and SetAot, kakoi and deiloi: the 
“bad ones,” to be understood in a perspective of social 
judgement), who propose a model of life that is diametrically 
opposed to that of the aristocracy (which is characteristic of the 
ayaGoi or €o8Aoi, agathoi or esthloi: the “good ones”). The 
literary “pretext” for the depiction of traditional ethics and the 
assertion of the superiority of the latter - possibly linked to a 
genuine biographical situation - is given by its pedagogical 
intention, addressed to young Cyrnus, the intended recipient of 


numerous elegies by Theognis. 

This pedagogic conception of poetry, which is one of the 
characteristics of symposial lyric poetry, performed in a context 
where the young generations of the aristocracy were active 
participants, emerges immediately in the very first lines of the 
corpus. After the invocation to Apollo, Artemis, the Muses and 
the Charites, the poet turns to Cyrnus and also mentions his 
own name, thus adding a sort of “signature” (19: oppnyic, 
“seal”) to his lines. He then continues by declaring the subject 
that is close to his heart and which he desires to transmit to his 
young friend (27-38): 


It is with kind thoughts for you that I shall give you advice 
such as I myself, Cyrnus, learned from noble men while 
still a child. Be sensible and do not, at the cost of shameful 
or unjust acts, seize for yourself prestige, success or 
wealth. Know that this is so, and do not seek the company 
of base men, but always cling to the noble. Drink and dine 
with them, sit with them, and be pleasing to those whose 
power is great. For from the noble you will learn noble 
things, but if you mingle with the base, you will lose even 
the sense you have. Knowing this, associate with the noble, 
and one day you will say that I give good advice to my 
friends. 


In the context of the teachings which, he believes, should be 

imparted to Cyrnus, Theognis provides a dramatic analysis of 
the social situation of his time, together with a very clear-cut 

ethical and ideological stance (39-52): 


Cyrnus, this city is pregnant and I am afraid she will give 
birth to a man who will set right our wicked insolence. 
These townsmen are still of sound mind, but their leaders 
have changed and fallen into the depths of depravity. 
Never yet, Cyrnus, have noble men destroyed a city, but 
whenever the base take delight in outrageous behaviour 
and ruin the people and give judgements in favour of the 
unjust, for the sake of their own profit and power, do not 


expect that city to remain quiet long, even if it is now 
utterly calm, whenever this is dear to base men, profit that 
comes along with public harm. From this arise civil strife, 
the spilling of kindred blood, and tyrants; may this city 
never delight in that. 


Additional counsels and exhortations present in the first book of 
the corpus, often formulated within the short space of a single 
distich, concern aspects of practical conduct, mainly inspired by 
the behavioural code of the aristocratic hetaireia. Here are a few 
examples: (211-212) “Drinking wine in large quantities is indeed 
a bane, but if one drinks it wisely, wine is not a bane but a 
blessing”; (301-302) “Be bitter and sweet, kind and harsh, to 
hired servants and slaves and the neighbours next door”; (529- 
530) “I have not betrayed any friend or loyal comrade, and 
there’s nothing of the slave in my soul”; (901-902) “In every 
activity one man is worse, another better. No one on his own is 
skilled in everything. 

The second book of the Theognidean corpus, as mentioned 
earlier, includes short homoerotic love elegies. Homosexuality 
constituted a typical aspect of the cultural and behavioural 
model above all in aristocratic environments, in line with the 
exclusively male composition of the hetaireia, and it was 
normally associated with pedagogic functions. Many of the 
compositions are addressed to a young man, who forms the 
object of the poet’s love; he is invoked generically with the 
vocative trai, “boy” (1257-1258): “Boy, you are like roving perils 
in your disposition, loving now these, now those”; (1263-1266) 
“Boy, you have repaid your benefactor badly and there is no 
gratitude from you for kindnesses rendered. Never yet have you 
bestowed any benefit on me, and I who have often done you a 
good turn have met with no respect.” Late Antiquity and the 
Byzantine Age exercised a severe selection on this type of text, 
on account of moralistic scruples: from what we can read, they 
were compositions not devoid of a certain conventional 
repetitiveness, which was based on a codified repertoire of 
themes and expressions. 


2.10.4 Language and style 


In accordance with the tradition of the elegiac genre, the 
language of the Theognidean corpus is Ionian, modelled on epic 
diction, with just a few - but significant - variations associated 
with the individual contexts. As noted earlier for the Tyrtaean 
elegies, here too we find Doricisms, due in all probability to the 
area of composition or, at the very least, to the area from which 
these lyric poems originally spread. 


2.11 Phocylides of Miletus: the gnomic elegy in Ionia 
2.11.1 Chronology 


The ancient chronology asserts that Phocylides of Miletus was a 
contemporary of Theognis, inasmuch as, like the latter, 
Phocylides of Miletus reached his akmé during the 59th 
Olympiad (544-541 B.C.). However, this suggested timeframe is 
open to doubt, because it could easily have been built up on the 
basis of the similarity between the poetic themes addressed by 
the two authors and the paraenetic tone they both adopted. On 
the other hand, we have a fragment that mentions the 
destruction of the city of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrians, 
which came about in 612 at the hands of the Medes and the 
Chaldaeans. This would appear to suggest that Phocylides was 
in his prime a few decades later, in the first half of the sixth 
century. 


2.11.2 The fragments 


With regard to the poetry of Phocylides of Miletus we have no 
more than fifteen fragments in hexameters, mainly consisting of 
a simple pair of lines, and a single elegiac distich that can 
definitely be attributed to him. The ancients expressed great 
appreciation for the moral content of these lines, inspired as it 


was by the ethical world-view of Hesiodic poetry, and they also 
admired his paraenetic and gnomic tone. Accordingly, his works 
enjoyed great success and, in some cases, they rose to the 
status of proverbial significance. Many fragments are 
characterised by the initial sphragis, “seal” or “signature,” in the 
form “This too is by Phocylides.” His poems focus on the 
traditional themes of the symposial joys, the advantages 
associated with the country lifestyle and the defects of women 
(a theme abundantly addressed in Semonides’ satire, cf. Archaic 
Age Ill 2.3.2). 

The success of this form of moralistic poetry is testified by 
the fact that an anonymous author of the Imperial Period (first 
to second century A.D.), known as Pseudo-Phocylides, 
composed a collection of Gndémai, in 230 hexameters, as an 
imitation of Phocylidean lines. 


2.12 Xenophanes of Colophon, a philosopher-poet 
2.12.1 A singular figure 


Xenophanes of Colophon is a rather unusual figure within the 
panorama of archaic poetry. His personality displays a 
remarkable synthesis of poetry and philosophy: his works show 
an attitude of demystification that concerned not only the 
traditional ethical values endorsed by his fellow citizens, but also 
the framework of beliefs pertaining to theology and cosmology. 
Xenophanes’ notable efforts to discuss and draw up a 
critical assessment of the tradition characterise the whole body 
of his thought and his works. While his more strictly 
philosophical reflection, which will be addressed in the chapter 
on philosophy (cf. The Archaic Age IV 3.3), adopted the form of 
poem composed in hexameters, he turned to the lyric genre for 
his critical account of the beliefs, values and behavioural models 
that were widespread and extensively accepted among the 
overall body of citizens. The homogeneity of his attitudes and 
intentions is channelled into a variety of forms in accordance 


with the different occasions and situations. Thus epic diction 
comes into play when he addresses themes of Ionian natural 
philosophy, while the lyric metres express typical paraenetic 
content as well as content involving intellectual and civic 
polemic. His production of lyric verses certainly had a natural 
outlet in the context of the symposium, while it is likely that his 
hexametric poetry was designed to be recited in public 
performances, in the manner of the epic songs of the wandering 
rhapsodes. 

He lived to a grand old age: a fragment tells us that he 
reached 92 and, since his date of birth is likely to have been 
around 565 B.C., he must have died in about 470 B.C. His home 
town was Colophon, the ancient Ionian city of Asia Minor 
situated a few kilometres inland from the coast, north of 
Ephesus, which was probably also the birthplace of Mimnermus. 
Xenophanes’ educational background belonged to the same 
Ionian cultural ambience that was the cradle of the first natural 
philosophers: this fact is known to us indirectly from the ancient 
testimony which holds that he was a pupil of Anaximander. He 
left his homeland for the first time after its occupation by 
Croesus (555); subsequently, at the time of the Persian 
occupation of Colophon, in 540, he abandoned the city and 
joined the neighbouring settlement of the Phocaean colonists, 
with whom he sailed to southern Italy. While engaged in his 
activity as a wandering minstrel, he travelled extensively in the 
Magna Graecia area; it appears he may have spent time at Elea, 
in Campania (the Roman city of Velia), but there is no evidence 
to suggest that he may have had direct contact with the 
philosopher Parmenides of Elea (cf. The Archaic Age IV 3.4.1). 


2.12.2 The elegies 


Of his poetic production there remains a total of roughly seventy 
lines. A strongly polemical tone characterises several lengthy 
elegiac fragments dealing with political and social themes. 
Vigorously defending a non-doctrinaire conception of an 


appropriate lifestyle, these fragments are concerned above all 
with challenging conformist acceptance of the traditions that 
embrace a misleading vision of the truth and which are accepted 
acritically. 

Among the aspects contested by Xenophanes is the 
mentality that lionises athleticism, which acted as a veritable 
status symbol of the aristocracy and at the same time 
constituted a means for marshalling the support of the masses 
(fr. 2 West): 


But if someone were to gain a victory by the swiftness of 
his feet or in the pentathlon (...) in Olympia, or in wrestling 
or engaging in painful boxing or in that terrible contest 
which they call the pankration, he would have greater 
renown (than others) in the eyes of his townsmen, he 
would gain a conspicuous front seat at the games, he 
would have food from the public store granted by the city, 
and a gift which would be a treasure for him - or if (he 
were to gain a victory) even with his horses, he would 
obtain all these things, although he is not as deserving as 
I. For my expertise (QUETEPN Goin) is better than the 
strength of men or horses. 


With this proud statement, Xenophanes openly and clearly 
speaks out against the paradoxical overappreciation of physical 
Capacities as compared to a person’s intellectual endowment: 


But this custom is quite irrational and it is not right to give 
strength precedence over good expertise (...) Little would 
be the city’s joy, if one were to win while contending by the 
banks of Pisa [the region around Olympia]; for this does 
not fatten the city’s treasury. 


This polemical objection appears to be similar to that which was 
noted earlier in Tyrtaeus’ lines (fr. 12 W., cf. The Archaic Age III 

2.7.2): someone who excels in running or is distinguished by his 
beauty or wealth, or is endowed with regal nobility or is a gifted 


speaker, is not worthy of honour to the same extent as a soldier 
who displays great valour in battle. But while for Tyrtaeus it was 
a question of establishing an internal hierarchy of values all of 
which were considered positive, Xenophanes felt there was a 
veritable competitive challenge that set the passion for athletics 
in opposition to intellectual virtues and to knowledge at the 
service of the community. 

The elegiac fragments portray a poet who is aware of the 
weight of his civic responsibility and who believes that his 
activity fulfils a crucial role in orienting men’s choices. Such an 
approach is in harmony with the function of ethical-social 
orientation normally attributed to archaic poetry. Thus the 
identifying characteristics of Xenophanes include a typically 
“prophetic” attitude and tone, in the manner of a castigator who 
lambasts the customs of his day and insists on calling upon the 
people to renounce their wishy-washy ways and set forth on the 
path of wisdom. In this garb, he by no means shies from the 
image of the unheeded poet-thinker, capable of transforming 
his isolation into a proudly unfurled banner. 


2.12.3 The Silloi and other works 


We have a few scanty fragments of a work traditionally entitled 
Silloi. Composed in a mixture of hexameters and iambic lines, it 
embodied a polemical and contemptuous attack on popular 
beliefs and philosophical doctrines regarded as erroneous and 
misleading. It is widely regarded as the first attestation of 
literary satire, characterised by a mixture of different verses and 
an ironic tone which, passing through very many stages and 
modifications would eventually exert its influence on Latin 
satire. The object of Xenophanes’ irony was above all the 
religious and mythological conception which forms one of the 
major features of the Homeric poems: in Si//o/ it is cast in a 
ridiculous light through recourse to irreverent parody. The poet 
berates those who espouse an anthropomorphic vision of 
divinity - a vision that was authoritatively conveyed by epic- 


didactic poetry (fr. 11 Diels-Kranz): “Homer and Hesiod have 
attributed to the gods all things / that among men are sources 
of blame and censure: / thieving, committing adultery and 
deceiving each other.” There are two famous fragments that 
eloquently unveil the mechanism of the anthropomorphic 
representation of the gods (frr. 15 and 16 D.-K.): 


But if oxen, (horses) or lions had hands 
Or could draw with their hands and create works like men, 


Then horses would draw the shapes of gods like horses, 
and oxen like oxen, 


And they would make the same kinds of bodies 


As each one possessed its own bodily frame. 


To honour his homeland but also the city in Campania that took 
him in, Xenophanes composed two poems, possibly in 
hexameters, which are now lost: they bore the titles The 
Founding of Colophon and The Founding of Elea. These are works 
which very likely had some affinity with the historiographic 
genre of the Ktiseis (“Foundings”) that flourished during the 
Archaic Age. Some scholars also assign to The Founding of 
Colophon an elegiac fragment with a polemical tone (fr. 3 W.), 
where the poet inveighs against excessive luxury and rails 
against the Lydians for their bad influence in this regard: “they 
used to go to the agora wearing robes all of purple (...) proud 
and exulting (?) in the splendour of their hair, drenched with the 
scent of the most refined unguents.” The theme accords well 
with the type of contents mentioned earlier in connection with 
the elegiac fragments and the attribution to a ktisis remains 
unconvincing, partly also on account of the metre (some 
scholars, however, are prepared to admit that the Foundings 
were composed in distichs). 

We also have very little information concerning Xenophanes 
strictly philosophical production, to which he gave expression in 


’ 


the poem On Nature. The fragments that have come down to us 
are in hexameters and confirm his critical and rationalist spirit, 
typical of Ionian culture. This issue will be discussed in greater 
depth in the chapter devoted to philosophy (cf. The Archaic Age 
IV 3.3). 


2.12.4 Language and style 


Both in the elegiac fragments and also in the works composed 
in hexameters, Xenophanes adheres to the traditional mode of 
expression of archaic epos, taking care to ensure that the choice 
of language and style corresponds to a coherent choice of 
genre. In an author who adopts such a critical stance towards 
the traditional heritage and who stands so aloof from the idea 
of conforming to the latter, this is a further demonstration of 
the importance awarded to respect for the literary code; it also 
underscores the significance attaching, for a verse composer, to 
the authoritative earlier poetic diction, even if the contents of 
the two types of production were markedly different. This 
observation is particularly relevant for lines with parodic content 
(i.e. in Si/loi) where Homeric diction becomes the carrier of a 
polemical and satirical thrust, directed precisely against many of 
the conceptions that were the essence of epic poetry. 


3 Melic poetry 
3.1 Monodic versus choral melodic poetry 
3.1.1 Music and song. Execution and metres 


In comparison with elegy and iambic-trochaic poetry, in which 
music had a background role and provided rhythmic support for 
the voice, the musical melody was crucial for the execution of 
melic poetry (from yEAos, melos, “song”). Performed with string 


or wind instruments, it followed the modulation of a full voice 
singing and the metrical rhythm of the text. Unfortunately, we 
know very little about ancient music and, as mentioned earlier, 
this is one of the most serious losses. Only the great metrical 
variety of the extant texts allows some insight into what must 
have been an extremely rich and variegated array of themes and 
musical modes employed by the poets for these compositions, 
and into how strongly it must have affected the musical 
modulation of the sung parts. 

In the introduction to lyric poetry, it was underlined that the 
general term “melic poetry” includes a whole series of genres 
performed in association with music and sung by the human 
voice. These could be intended for a solo singer or as a choral 
performance, depending on the occasion. Thus, part of melic 
poetry was monodic, but there was also a substantial part of 
choral poetry. Considered from the inverse perspective, it can be 
said that choral lyric poetry was entirely melic, i.e. set to music 
and sung. Its execution also called for dance movements 
performed by the choir itself. But once again we should not 
allow ourselves to be misled by the enormous selection that has 
taken place over time and by the limited nature of our 
knowledge: undoubtedly many poets composed both monodic 
and choral works and excessively rigid separations of the 
different types are probably unwarranted. 

Earlier, mention was made of the fact that monodic melic 
poetry, especially in comparison with iambic-trochaic poetry and 
with elegy, was characterised by a notable variety of metres. 
Each author had the opportunity to coin original metrical 
structures of his own, organised into strophes, which could fit 
harmoniously with the musical accompaniment. 


Some famous verses, which would later be used massively 
in Latin poetry, are shown here below (the sign x indicates 
a syllable that can be either long or short): 


glyconic X X= ve ee 


TT 


hipponactean X X= vee 


Oa 


Several strophic structures proved to be enormously 
successful even - in fact above all - in the later tradition. 
Although linked to the names of famous poets, they had 
probably not been invented by these renowned figures, 
who, however, made exceptionally rich use of them and in 
some sense elevated them to the crowning glory of poetry. 


A case in point is that of the Sapphic strophe, much 
beloved by the poetess Sappho. It is composed of three 
lines known as Sapphic hendecasyllables, to the last of 
which a short co/on known as the adonean is attached. 
Thus in contrast to the inexact description that is often 
given, the Sapphic strophe consists of three and not four 
lines, because the final adonen is part of the third verse - 
specifically, it is a colon - and not an independent verse 
(the two vertical lines indicate the end of a verse, and the 
three vertically positioned dots indicate the union of two 
elements of the verse or cola, and the three vertical lines 
indicate the end of a strophe): 


Sapphic hendecasyllable we =x <u vee = | | 
—Sapphictrendecasyttatste SS Sf 


Another example is that of the Alcaic strophe, frequently 
used by the poet Alcaeus; it is composed of two 
hendecasyllables, an enneasyllable and a decasyllable 
which - naturally - are known as “Alcaic.” Here too, what 
we have is in actual fact a strophe composed of three 
verses, because the enneasyllable and the decasyllable 
constitute two co/a that form a single verse: 


Alcaic hendecasyllable Xo ve Xe ve oe = | | 


—Atcatctrendtecasy trate i 


Enneasyllable + Alcaic decasyllable Kove XH Ko ee ee - - | || 


Sappho and Alcaeus are the two major exponents of Aeolic 
melic poetry, i.e. of the melic poetry that developed in the 
Aeolian area of Asia Minor. One of the metrical 
characteristics of Aeolic melic poetry is isosyllabism: each 
line contains a fixed number of syllables: this excludes the 
possibility of resolutions based on the equivalence ~~ = -, 
i.e. on the equivalence of the time-duration which 
establishes a temporal correspondence between two short 
syllables (each having the value of one unit of time or 
mora) and one long syllable (having the value of two units 
of time or morae). For this reason the free syllables, 
indicated by x in the diagrams, admit the possibility of a 
long syllable or a short syllable, but not the possibility of 
two short syllables: therefore they are known as 
anisochronic lines, because in a given position they can 
have only one syllable, which may have the value of one 
unit of time or two units of time (one mora or two morae). 
This is an important difference distinguishing these lines 
from the metrical forms used for epic and recitative 
poetry, as the latter allows the possibility of varying the 
number of syllables. This can be seen very clearly in the 
metron of the dactylic hexameter, which can be -- - or--: 
thus it always consists of four units of time, but it may be 
composed of three syllables (one long syllable consisting 
of two units of time + two short syllables, each consisting 
of one unit of time: the dactyl), or of two syllables (two 
long syllables, each consisting of two units of time: the 
spondee). 


The mixture of words, music, song and dance unfolded in full 
spectacular glory when performed by a chorus, which was 
usually composed of common citizens who had been given 
training for the occasion and were led by a chorégos. Above, 
reference was made to particular modes of execution that we 
deduce from the names themselves of several genres: for 
instance the partheneion, which was performed by a chorus of 
girls, or the prosodion, a processional song that accompanied 


the religious procession towards the temple. Similarly to the 
observations put forward earlier concerning monodic melic 
poetry, choral performances also featured a great variety of 
metres and rhythms, which harmonised with the melodic and 
choreographic structure. 


Despite the meagreness of the fragments, the lines of 
which we have evidence show great variety, testifying to 
considerable freedom and thus to a wide range of choices 
and types of adaptation; considerable difficulty is 
encountered in seeking to interpret these forms (in fact, 
there are numerous cases in which the metrical 
interpretation is still hotly debated). It is impossible even 
to offer any relevant examples here. Suffice it to say that 
the metres of mature choral lyric poetry can be divided 
into two large groups. On the one hand we have a rather 
variegated set of Aeolic rhythms, combined in a number of 
different ways, and this definition includes metrical 
structures characterised by two initial free elements 
known as the “Aeolic base” (such as the glyconic, the 
pherecratean, the hipponactean and so forth, mentioned 
above in connection with monodic melic poetry). On the 
other, we have lines traditionally and conventionally called 
dactylo-epitrites - that is to say, interpreted as various 
combinations of dactylic and epitritic elements (cf. The 
Archaic Age III 3.6.5) whose configuration can be quite 
variable - or kat‘enoplion-epitrites (namely, interpreted as 
combinations of epitritic elements and elements that bear 
some relation to a metre known as enoplion in its various 
forms). 


The most ancient phases of choral lyric poetry (i.e. in 
Alcman and Simonides) feature the extensive presence of 
monostrophic structure, i.e. of a single strophe of various 
lines repeated several times. When we think of choral lyric 
metres, what we generally have in mind is the great 
maturity of the grandiose triadic structures (i.e. structures 
formed of strophe, antistrophe and epode) of Pindar and 
Bacchylides, the two major late Archaic poets, to whom we 
will return later. But in order to achieve a more insightful 


assessment of the historical evolution of what had by then 
become a highly refined metrical-rhythmic structure, we 
would need to have far greater knowledge of Simonides, 
who was undoubtedly a decisive precedent for these 
developments and of whom, regrettably, we have very 
little. The ancients attributed to Stesichorus the invention 
of the strophic triad, which demanded greater effort and 
application by the performers; however, it appears that it 
was in use as early as in Alcman, albeit in a certainly 
simpler form. 


3.1.2 Poets and the occasions for song 


We noted earlier that one of the characterising elements of the 
various lyric genres concerned the occasions for which 
compositions were created and performed. This, in turn, 
involved consideration of the type of public representing the 
poet’s intended recipient and which is thus presumed to be 
concretely present at the performance. 

Monodic melic poetry was performed in the setting of an 
aristocratic hetaireia, whose members generally took advantage 
of the opportunity for socialising offered by the symposium, or 
during an event hosted by some other exclusive group, such as 
the female thiasos. The focus of their interaction could be 
essentially of a social and political nature, or religious and 
ceremonial. 

The monodic authors for whom we have the most significant 
fragments belong mainly to the cultural environment of the 
Aeolian area, more precisely the island of Lesbos. They 
composed their lines in the local dialect, which explains why the 
term Aeolic melic poetry is used. It refers to a poetic and musical 
tradition that exerted a powerful influence and commanded 
enormous prestige throughout the archaic Greek world, 
strongly influencing poets such as Terpander, Arion and above 
all Sappho and Alcaeus. While Terpander and Arion are 
somewhat shadowy figures due to the legendary character of 
the information concerning them that has come down to us, in 


the case of Sappho and Alcaeus we have two outstanding 
figures of poetic achievement whose pre-eminent stature has 
been admired since antiquity. Moreover, we have sufficient 
fragments of their work to formulate a fairly well-founded 
assessment. The various items of information and the numerous 
biographical details that have come down to us concerning their 
work must be assessed with great care, seeking to differentiate 
reality from legend, the factual data from the image that 
emerges from their work or that has been built up by tradition. 
Overall, however, we can Say that the two Aeolic poets are 
among the most celebrated of the Archaic Age. 

Considerations involving symposial, erotic and political 
themes can also be found in the lyric poetry of Anacreon, who, 
however, belonged to the colonial environment of Asia Minor 
that was characterised by Ionian culture and language. 

While monodic lyric poetry was addressed to the fairly 
restricted and ideologically cohesive public of the hetaireia and 
the thiasos, the choral poet generally composed his works for 
the entire population of a community that had gathered 
together to celebrate religious festivals or competitive poetic- 
musical events, or sports competitions, or panhellenic 
ceremonies. Depending on the occasion, the poet would choose 
a particular form among the genres described above in the 
introduction to lyric poetry: the hymn, the paean and the 
dithyramb were suited to religious ceremonies held in honour of 
the gods, while the epinicion was reserved for the eulogy of an 
athlete who had achieved a victory in a panhellenic competition, 
and also for the athlete’s patron. Certain lyrical forms depict 
moments of private and social life: the hymenaeus and the 
epithalamium formed the accompaniment for wedding 
celebrations; the thrénos was a funeral lament; the encomium 
consisted in praise showered on a person as a tribute for special 
merits. 

Adoption of the Doric dialect as the language base of choral 
lyric poetry was probably associated with the fact that the most 
ancient poetic manifestations of this genre originated from a 
Doric environment - more specifically, Spartan. In the discussion 


above on Tyrtaeus, a few observations were put forward 
concerning the cultural environment of Sparta during the 
seventh century. Tyrtaeus’ paraenetic elegies gave us a glimpse 
of the military and war-related environment, not far-removed 
from the image of a city that cultivated rigid and austere 
customs and displayed a typically militarised, traditionalist and 
closed internal organisation that would become its salient 
characteristic from the end of the sixth century. But on the other 
hand we know that during the period in question the city was 
enlivened by poetry and music competitions, festivals and public 
ceremonies, as well as gymnastics competitions: we thus have 
the opportunity to become acquainted with its aspect as a lively 
centre of culture. The sources speak of the Carnea and the 
Gymnopaedia, which were religious festivals that also featured 
initiation rites, designed to celebrate the entrance of young 
males of Sparta into adult life; on such occasions poetry recitals 
and competitions took place. For example, we are told that in 
676 B.C. the musician Terpander won the prize in the music 
competition associated with the Carnean celebrations; we also 
learn that in 668 B.C. the poet and musician Thaletas of Gortyn 
took part in the institution of the Gymnopaedia. The poet 
Alcman, who lived and was active in Sparta in the second half of 
the seventh century B.C., contributes to delineating this picture 
of the rich culture of archaic Sparta: his name, as far as we can 
tell from the fragmentary and scanty remains, is linked above all 
to the partheneia, i.e. to choral compositions performed by 
women’s choirs on the occasion of religious festivals that 
involved the civic community. 

Thus it is in the context of archaic Sparta that adoption of 
the Doric dialect for choral lyric poetry would appear to have 
become codified. Alcman’s poetry illustrates the situation 
perfectly: indeed, he is widely regarded (probably on account of 
the selection of what has come down to us) as the emblematic 
author of this phenomenon. The fact that some hundred years 
or so later the poet Simonides, who was active in Athens, 
Thessaly and Syracuse, utilised the Doric dialect for his choral 
compositions despite being originally from the area of the 


Ionian-Attic islands, shows that the tradition had by then 
become well consolidated. 

A special comment should be made on two archaic melic 
poets, Stesichorus (seventh to sixth century) and Ibycus (sixth 
century). In the ancient canon, dating from the Alexandrian Era, 
choral melic poetry was represented by Alcman, Stesichorus, 
Ibycus, Simonides, Bacchylides and Pindar. However, the 
traditional position of Stesichorus and Ibycus as forming part of 
the body of choral melic lyric poetry has recently been called 
into question, at least in the form of a single definitive 
classification. On the basis of new texts found in recent decades 
(we will talk about), some scholars have recognised, in the 
known fragments of Stesichorus, compositions that called for a 
monodic execution and, in the known fragments of Ibycus, at 
least the joint presence of monodic and choral compositions. 
The two cases remain problematic, and on this account they are 
significant with regard to two aspects: firstly they demonstrate 
once more how serious is the loss of the various elements of the 
execution, and secondly, they provide a concrete clarification 
showing that the labels of monodic or choral lyric poetry should 
be used without any rigidity whatsoever (even if based on the 
ancient canon), since it is perfectly possible that an author may 
have composed for both types of execution. 


3.2 Terpander and Arion: two semi-legendary figures 
3.2.1 Witnesses of a prestigious tradition 


The figures of Terpander and Arion are shrouded in a halo of 
semi-legendary mists. However, they provide a vivid testimony 
that the melic tradition was strongly rooted in the cultural 
environment of Lesbos, and that its representatives were 
esteemed throughout the Greek world, to the point that their 
presence was eagerly sought and desired. Furthermore, 
according to a characteristic tendency of the Hellenic approach 
involving the quest for the first inventor of things, habits and 


customs, these two poets were regarded as having played a 
significant role in the introduction of certain literary forms and 
technical aspects of musical execution into poetic usage, 
presenting them as their own personal innovations. 


3.2.2 Terpander of Antissa 


In the documentation available from ancient sources the name 
of Terpander is linked to a series of initiatives and novelties in 
lyric poetry, above all with regard to musical techniques. 
However, the available biographical information on Terpander is 
open to doubt and has a somewhat legendary aura: thus it is 
difficult to assess how much of the description that has come 
down to us corresponds to genuine truth and how much is, on 
the other hand, the outcome of invention stemming from a later 
date. 

The sources range in setting his chronology between the 
end of the eighth and the end of the seventh century. In 
addition, there is disagreement among the opinions of the 
ancients concerning his place of birth: the majority view is that 
he was a native of Antissa, on the island of Lesbos, but in the 
sources one also finds mentions of Arne, in Boeotia, and Cyme, 
an Aeolian colony in Asia Minor. It is said that he achieved 
numerous victories in poetry competitions, among which, no 
fewer than four times, at the Pythian Games in Delphi. Upon the 
suggestion of the oracle of Apollo, the Spartans invited 
Terpander to their city: there, with his lines of poetry and the 
music performed at the symposiums, he is said to have restored 
harmony among the citizens, who had previously been involved 
in numerous political disputes and altercations. He is thus 
thought to have chosen Sparta as his second homeland and to 
have founded the first school of music in the history of the city. 
He is also reported to have won the first prize in the 676 B.C. 
music competition associated with the Carnean celebrations. 

Among the innovations attributed to Terpander, it is worth 
mentioning the following novelties: the adoption of the seven- 


string lyre (which actually was already known in Mycenaean 
civilisation), whereas the instrument that was in common use 
earlier was the tetrachord (i.e. the four-string lyre); composition 
of the first convivial songs and invention of the citharoedic 
nomos; the idea of the string instrument called BapBitoc 
(barbitos). Additional achievements are attributed to Terpander 
in the context of music theory, such as distinguishing and 
defining, within the framework of the citharoedic nomos, seven 
types linked to fixed modes or musical airs (but it is not clear 
whether these represented a monodic or choral nomos). 

We have a very very small number of fragments, all 
extremely brief and not all of definite attribution, in dactylic 
metre: hexameters and Alcmanic lines (the Alcmanic is a 
sequence of four dactyls, named after the poet Alcman). 


3.2.3 Arion of Methymna 


Arion’s chronology is less fluctuating in comparison with that of 
Terpander, because it is linked to the tyranny of Periander, the 
lord of Corinth from 625 to 585 B.C. Specifically, we know that 
the poet left his native town of Methymna - on the island of 
Lesbos - and moved permanently to the court of the tyrant. As 
far as we know, Arion is the first lyric poet to have established 
an organic relation with the court of a tyrannical regime, 
according to a model that was subsequently adopted by other 
poets who lived during the Archaic Age. 

According to a legend reported by the historian Herodotus, 
during the journey by sea from Tarentum to Corinth, Arion 
received a death threat from the sailors on the ship on which he 
was journeying: after obtaining permission to play a citharoedic 
nomos (evidently of a monodic type), the poet plunged into the 
sea and was saved by a dolphin, who carried him all the way to 
Corinth. Herodotus also attributes to Arion the first execution of 
a dithyramb in Corinth: as we will see when examining choral 
lyric poetry and theatre performances, the tyrants of the Archaic 
Age were eager to promote the diffusion of literary genres 


which in some way were associated with the cult of Dionysus, as 
was the dithyramb. 


3.3 Alcman of Sardis: choral poetry in archaic Sparta 
3.3.1 Alcman and the poetry in Sparta 


Alcman is the first great poet of choral melic poetry of whom we 
can read at least a substantial group of lines. As far as we know, 
his work marked the beginning of the great season of archaic 
and late-archaic choral lyric poetry; furthermore, we owe to his 
activity the establishment of the tradition of Doric as the dialect 
for this genre. Information on his life is scanty and uncertain; 
however, it seems to be definitively established that he lived in 
the second half of the seventh century. The tradition tells us that 
he was born at Sardis, in Lydia, and that he subsequently moved 
to Sparta; but of course there were some who argued he had 
actually been born in Sparta. 

The above description of Tyrtaeus and Terpander also gave 
a few glimpses of life in Sparta during the seventh century. 
While we have hardly any information concerning Terpander, 
Tyrtaeus’ paraenetic elegies have shown us only the military 
aspect with its emphasis on warrior values: as such, this 
depiction does not differ from the image of a city characterised 
by rigid and austere customs and by a typically military and 
traditionalist internal organisation, which would become the 
characteristic portrayal of the town from the end of the sixth 
century. Alcman, on the other hand, contributes to conveying a 
different vision of the city, with its name linked above all to the 
partheneia, namely choral compositions performed by girls on 
the occasion of religious festivals of the civic community; he 
thus grants us a view of Sparta animated by festivals as well as 
gymnastics competitions, and poetry and music competitions 
that also attracted artists from other regions of Greece. 


3.3.2 The partheneia 


What has come down to us of Alcman’s work amounts to a total 
of just over 200 lines, some of which are incomplete. He 
composed hymns, paeans, hyporchémata and scolia, but the 
majority of the fragments that have been preserved belong to 
the partheneia, namely choral compositions that were 
performed by a chorus of young aristocratic maidens 
(parthenoi), on the occasion of ritual public ceremonies that 
constituted the introduction into adult life. 

The various situations that involved a poetry performance, 
including monodic poetry in the symposium and the thiasos, 
took on a strong pedagogic function directed towards the 
younger generations. As part of the educational route to be 
followed by young learners, a fundamental role was assigned to 
gymnastic activity and musical practice. Both physical exercise 
and choral execution of music constituted moments when the 
younger generation was instructed on the behavioural model 
and the value system of the collective community. These 
teachings were gradually assimilated by the learner, thereby 
allowing entry into adult society. In this pedagogic system an 
essentially educational function was played by homoeroticism 
(as we will see for other famous cases, like the Sapphic thiasos). 
The adult (or in any case the older person) provided guidance 
and supervision in the attainment of common values, and this 
was achieved partly through an erotic relationship, the poetic 
expression of which was in any case characterised by a high 
degree of conventionality in comparison to the biographical 
reality. The culminating moment of the training route leading to 
acquisition of the values of aristocratic society or of the relevant 
group to which the young person belonged generally consisted 
of initiation rites: these were procedures through which a young 
boy or girl was officially granted access to the life of adult 
citizens and to the functions associated with his or her class or 
social role: for instance, participation in the civic assembly, 
military service, marital and family life. 

The most significant text is that of the so-called Louvre 
Partheneion (fr. 3 Calame) or Partheneion of Agido and 
Hagesichora, discovered in the nineteenth century on a papyrus 


held in the Paris museum (P. Louvre 3320, also called the 
Mariette Papyrus after its discoverer, the Egyptologist Auguste 
Mariette) and probably datable to the first century A.D. This 
papyrus enables us to recover roughly a hundred lines (partly 
incomplete) and to reconstruct the overall framework of the 
composition, which must have been formed of 8-10 
monostrophic units of 14 lines each (thus the remains concern 8 
strophes). The portion of text that has been preserved can be 
divided into two parts: the first is devoted to myth, and adopts a 
paradigmatic and universal approach, while the second is linked 
to the actual occasion of the song. The link between these two 
parts is given by a gndmé, that is to say, by a sententious maxim 
which summarises the ethical meaning of the myth that is 
narrated, thereby acting as the key for interpretation of its 
relevance within the given time-frame and its connection with 
the present. Taken together, the three elements represented by 
the myth, the gnémé and the actual situation also constitute the 
essential structure of the content of other works of choral lyric 
poetry, as we will see further on. 

The mythic section relates a version of the struggle between 
Heracles and the Hippocoontids. Hippocodn, sustained by his 
twelve children (the Hippocoontids) had ousted his brother 
Tyndareus from the throne of Sparta: the intervention of 
Heracles led to the killing of the usurpers and the restoration of 
the throne to the rightful sovereign. The story can be numbered 
among the various myths - which were fairly widespread, 
especially in the Doric area - that saw Heracles as embodying 
the role of a civilising hero, whose task was to ratify the 
unchangeable nature of the civic order that had been 
established in Sparta and which was symbolised by the 
legitimate sovereign Tyndareus. 

Between the mythic tale and the part associated with its 
meaning in contemporary context there stands a sentence of a 
gnomic nature, which fulfils the function of a transitional 
element: “There is such a thing as the vengeance of the gods: 
that man is blessed who devoutly weaves to the end the web of 
his day unweeping.” 


In the second part of the partheneion one can make out a 
night-time vigil of a ritual nature, during which, as they wait for 
daybreak, the maidens make an offering to an unspecified deity. 
In a background rich in metaphoric and allusive imagery, an 
initiatic situation can be discerned, which appears to be 
characterised by erotic overtones: numerous maidens are 
mentioned, among whom two stand out for their beauty, Agido 
and Hagesichora: 


And so I sing of the brightness of Agido: I see her like the 
sun, which Agido summons to shine on us as our witness; 
but our illustrious choir-leader by no means allows me 
either to praise or to fault her; for she herself seems pre- 
eminent, just as if one were to put a horse among grazing 
herds, a sturdy, thunderous-hoofed prize-winner, one of 
those seen in rock-sheltered dreams. Why, don’t you see? 
The race-horse is Venetic; but the hair of my cousin 
Hagesichora has the bloom of undefiled gold, and her 
silver face - why doI tell you openly? This is Hagesichora 
here. 


The two maidens seem to be the protagonists of a rite, within 
which Hagesichora would appear to play a more important role 
(as choir-leader, chorégos?). Some scholars believe one can 
perceive an exclusive relationship between a young girl (Agido, 
perhaps the one for whom the initiation is being carried out) 
and an older companion (Hagesichora), in the context of a 
initiatic ritual. 


For is not fair-ankled Hagesichora present here? Does she 
not remain (near) Agido and commend our festival? Come, 
you gods, accept their (prayers) (...) but it was thanks to 
Hagesichora that girls trod the path of lovely peace. 


Far less is left of another partheneion, likewise recovered from a 
papyrus (P. Oxy. 2387) and dedicated to a young maiden called 
Astymeloisa (fr. 26 C.: Partheneion of Astymeloisa). It opens with 


an invocation to the Olympian Muses, but the first ten lines are 
very fragmentary and are followed by a lacuna of fifty lines. This 
fragment may, like the previous one, be an account of an 
initiation ritual which, apparently, is watched by the citizens. 
After the incipit we have little more than twenty lines, in which 
the beauty of the young maiden is described in tones full of 
admiration: 


But Astymeloisa makes no answer to me; no, holding the 
garland, like a bright star of the shining heavens or a 
golden branch or soft down...she passed through with her 
long feet. 


3.3.3 Other fragments 


Apart from conjectural attributions, we are unable to identify 
with any certainty the genre to which some other preserved 
fragments belong. 

One famous piece is that in which the poet appears as an 
old man and addresses the maidens of the choir by expressing 
the desire to be able to soar through the sky once more, like the 
cerylus which, when it can no longer fly, is supported by the 
halcyons on their own wings (fr. 90 C.): 


No longer, honey-toned, strong-voiced girls, can my limbs 
carry me. If only, if only I were a cerylus, who flies along 
with the halcyons over the flower of the wave with resolute 
heart, strong, sea-blue bird. 


That the work in question belongs to a partheneion is rather 
doubtful and the genre remains uncertain; conceivably it may 
have been a citharoedic proem, performed before the choral 
song. 

Extreme uncertainty surrounds the genre of the composition 
from which we have a fragment (159 C.) describing a nocturnal 
landscape, reminiscent of the nocturnal watch of the Louvre 


Partheneion: 


And the mountain-peaks are asleep and the ravines, the 
headlands and the torrent-beds, all the creeping tribes 
that the black earth nourishes, the wild animals of the 
mountains, the race of bees and the monsters in the 
depths of the surging sea; and the tribes of long-winged 
birds are asleep. 


Almost unsurmountable textual and exegetic difficulties are 
encountered in another celebrated fragment (91 C.): 


These words and melody Alcman invented by observing 
the tongued cry of partridges (caccabides). 


This fragment is at times thought to have some relation with fr. 
140 C.: “And I know the tunes of all birds.” But above and 
beyond all the interpretive problems, the importance of these 
lines resides in the pride the poet takes in personally adding his 
name as a Seal of his own composition, of his authority as a 
poet, with self-awareness and pride in asserting his independent 
artistic ability. His is a highly significant example of how the 
individual “self” had by now become an important - indeed 
crucial - element of poetics (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.6). The 
reference to birds can thus be seen as an image that 
communicates the poet’s conscious response to the melodic 
and musical values of sung poetry. 

We have no knowledge of the context of fr. 125 C., which 
deals with a Dionysian topic: “Often among the mountain-peaks, 
when the festival with its many torches gives pleasure to the 
gods, you held a golden vessel, a great cup (okU@os), such as 
shepherds hold, and putting into it with your hands the milk of a 
lioness you made a great firm cheese for the Slayer of Argus 
[Hermes].” The Greek text shows that the character is certainly 
female, possibly a bacchant or a nymph belonging to Dionysus’ 
retinue. 


A few fragments mention food and wine and certainly refer 
to symposial situations: in this context, the communal meals of 
the civic community of Sparta (the syssitia) come to mind. 
Additionally, some lines on the subject of love also seem to 
involve a symposial context, which thus implies a monodic 
production. This indicates how important it is to bear in mind 
the strong probability that Alcman, whose name is so closely 
linked to choral melodic production, also composed monodic 
melic poetry, although far less of the latter production has been 
preserved. 


3.3.4 Language and style 


Alcman’s language is the Doric dialect of the region of Sparta, 
namely Laconia (in the Peloponnese), with a well characterised 
colouring. Adaptations of Homeric reminiscences can also be 
found. The poet makes use of simple metrical structures (in 
comparison to the complexity of the subsequent choral lyric 
poetry), in which there is a predominance - as far as we can see 
- of rhythmic sequences of dactyls (the so-called Alcmanic line, 
composed of a sequence of four dactyls, is named after him), 
iambs and trochees. The longer fragments that have come 
down to us show the use of monostrophic structures, but it 
appears he also used (or perhaps introduced?) the strophic 
triad, which the subsequent tradition indicated as an invention 
by Stesichorus. Furthermore his style, rich in natural images and 
vivid descriptions that can even be considered “realistic,” 
includes a few features from popular verse here and there, 
incorporated with a somewhat humorous tone within the 
solemn body of the composition. 


3.4 The melic poetry of Lesbos: Sappho of Eresus 
3.4.1 Poetry in female garb 


Sappho is the first figure of a woman poet we meet in the 


literary panorama of ancient Greece. Linked to the cultural 
environment of the island of Lesbos, she fulfilled an important 
role at the forefront of the female thiasos and the aristocratic 
society of her local environment. The three dimensions of her 
personality are the private sphere, poetic activity and the 
political affairs of her city. 

The thiasos was mentioned earlier (cf. The Archaic Age III 
1.2.1): it was a community of women for whom the culminating 
point of their collective identification resided in elements of the 
religious cult. The term thiasos never appears in the (relatively 
few) lines of hers that have come down to us; the place in which 
the meetings were held was Sappho’s own home, as can easily 
be imagined in an environment of great aristocratic families. As 
far as we know, Sappho’s thiasos welcomed young ladies of 
aristocratic birth who came from a variety of regions (Miletus, 
Colophon, Salamis, but also from Lydia), for whom the social 
gatherings were an opportunity for sharing and within-group 
solidarity comparable with that of the male hetaireia. It cannot 
be doubted that one of the aspects of this community life, with 
an evident pedagogic intent, was represented by erotic initiation 
and by homosexual practices, from which the modern term used 
to designate female homosexuality is derived. Moreover, life 
within this community had as one of its main aims that of 
preparing young ladies to enter adult life characterised by 
marriage and family: once the moment arrived, the young ladies 
would leave the environment of the community and bid their 
friends farewell in order to be united with their husband in 
marriage. 

Sappho’s role within the thiasos is likely to have been that of 
a moral and religious authority: generally, she is assumed to 
have fulfilled a function as a “priestess,” in a community 
consecrated to the cult of Aphrodite and the Muses. With regard 
to the poetry that has been preserved, her compositions were 
for the most part monodic, performed by Sappho herself or by 
another soloist, and normally it was the young ladies belonging 
to the group who effectively constituted her audience. In this 
case, poetry and the occasion that called for song accomplished 


the same function of social cohesion as was achieved within the 
male symposium. At other times, the young ladies were directly 
involved in the performance of choral lyric compositions, 
naturally in relation to occasions that called for specific genres: 
for instance, we have remains of epithalamia. It has also been 
hypothesised, and indeed it is conceivable, that some 
compositions were intended for public occasions and festivities 
external to the thiasos and that they represent the product of a 
poetic activity by Sappho performed in a professional 
framework. 


3.4.2 Biographical information 


We do not have information concerning Sappho’s life to an 
extent comparable with her fame and the poetic value of the 
fragments that have come down to us. Here too, the ancients 
themselves, like us, basically obtained many of the biographical 
details from the preserved texts, with all the difficulties this 
involves, as noted earlier, on account of the problematic 
relationship between poetic convention and the biographical 
background. 

The ancient sources say that she flourished in the 42nd 
Olympiad, that is to say during the years from 612-609 B.C. This 
suggests she may have been born some time between 640 and 
630 B.C., in the locality of Eresus on the island of Lesbos. Her 
father was called Scamander or Scamandronymus. She very 
soon had to move to the main town of the island, Mytilene in 
order to become the bride of a wealthy man whose name was 
Cercylas (or Cercolas?), with whom she had a daughter, Cleis, 
mentioned in a famous fragment (fr. 132 Voigt): “I have a 
beautiful child who looks like golden flowers, my darling Cleis, 
for whom I would not (take) all Lydia or lovely...”. An ancient 
biography says that she had three brothers: Charaxus (the 
eldest of the three, who was a merchant), Erigius and Larichus; 
the last of these, the youngest, is said to have been a cup-bearer 
in the Prytaneion of Mytilene, as was typically the case for 


handsome young men of the best families. As regards Charaxus, 
the historian Herodotus (II 135, a story taken up again 
subsequently in later authors) reports that Sappho, in one of her 
poems, criticised him harshly because, during a trip to Naucratis 
in Egypt which he had undertaken with the aim of selling a stock 
of wine, he had fallen in love with a courtesan by the name of 
Rhodopis: he had spent a large amount of money, freed her 
from slavery and then returned to Mytilene. The cited biography 
mentions this episode, but calls the woman Doricha, a name 
which also briefly appears in fr. 15.11 V. (and perhaps in fr. 7.1 
V., in a damaged line the name has been filled in). 

It has been surmised that a reflex of this episode can be 
found in fr. 5 V., an ode that has become considerably better 
known thanks to the discovery of a papyrus published in 2014, 
which we will discuss in greater detail further on. Sappho 
invokes the deities and begs them to provide assistance for her 
brother during his return voyage to Lesbos (1-4: “[Cypris and] 
Nereids, grant that my brother arrive here unharmed and that 
everything he wishes in his heart be fulfilled”), and to guide him 
in such a manner that he may wipe out all the mistakes he 
committed in the past and may free from painful torment all 
those on whom he inflicted suffering. Let him thereby become, 
she urges, a source of renewed joy for his loved ones and his 
sister. In actual fact, however, the name of Charaxus does not 
appear: the text merely makes a reference to a “brother,” which 
had led some scholars to cast doubt on the reality of the episode 
and even of the existence of a brother who bore the name in 
question. 

But research is never without interesting surprises. The very 
papyrus cited here above has restored an entire ode by Sappho 
that was previously completely unknown: it has been called the 
Brothers Poem. The ode mentions both Charaxus and Larichus by 
name, confirming the forenames given in the biographical 
source, and there is a clear correlation with the previous ode 
and with the reference to the episode described above. The 
papyrus restores 20 complete lines of the ode, although it is 
damaged at the beginning. We do not know how extensive this 


damage in the opening part is likely to have been, but the 
closing part is complete. Sappho realises, and asserts, that a 
successful homecoming for Charaxus and his ship is in the 
hands of the gods, to whom a prayer must be offered up, as 
indeed she herself is doing: all is governed by the power of the 
gods, who can assure the salvation of Charaxus and of the 
family who are awaiting him. And if Larichus grows up to be a 
fine man, everyone will be freed from anxiety. Whether all this 
corresponds specifically and exactly to biographical reality is a 
debated question: some would argue that Sappho overlays the 
figures of real characters with what could be called poetic roles 
and motifs, which fulfil the aim of intensifying and rendering 
vivid the educational valency of a poetic creation in an 
aristocratic setting. 

Another issue concerns an almost ten-year-long period of 
exile that Sappho spent in Sicily, around the year 600; it was 
caused, in all probability, by fluctuating circumstances 
attributable to the influential position of her husband Cercylas 
and also to the harsh and violent political struggles that broke 
out in Mytilene during the final decades of the seventh century 
(as testified by the lines of the poet Alcaeus, her contemporary; 
but allusions to disputes and to her condition as an exile can be 
found in Sappho as well). But if Sappho was indeed talking 
about herself, the so-called O/d Age Poem (see below) testifies 
that she reached an advanced age. 

Other items of information that have come down to us give 
the impression of being purely legendary, composed with the 
aim of drawing a stereotyped image of Sappho, passionate in 
homoerotic love and an enemy of men. Admittedly, it is 
impossible to determine whether one or another of the love 
relationships evoked in her surviving lines correspond in any 
manner to a biographical reality, but the sentiment is expressed 
with a poetic intensity that is virtually unsurpassable. According 
to biographical sources that are difficult to verify, Sappho’s 
physical aspect is said to have been particularly unappealing 
(unattractive face, short stature); she is said to have committed 
suicide by throwing herself off the Leucadian cliff on account of 


unrequited love for the young sailor Phaon. 
3.4.3 The monodic fragments 


We have over 200 fragments of Sappho’s work, some quite long, 
others in certain cases limited to a single word. The Alexandrian 
philologists arranged Sappho’s poems in nine books, 
distinguished and ordered on the basis of the metre. For 
instance, the first book contained the compositions in Sapphic 
strophes and opened with the celebrated Ode to Aphrodite (fr. 1 
V., the only Sapphic text to have come down to us in its 
complete form: see below). With regard to the material of which 
we have knowledge, we are indebted to the indirect tradition 
and also to a few papyrus finds; some lines have come down to 
us inscribed on an ostrakon, that is to say a ceramic fragment (fr. 
2V.). 

Sappho’s poetics - naturally, our assessment is based on the 
material that has been preserved - revolves almost entirely 
around the theme of love: love seen, expressed and experienced 
in its various aspects through the female approach as in the 
thiasos. The description of feelings (expectation, passion, 
disappointment, anguish at separation, nostalgia, regretfulness) 
and of modes of behaviour (relations within the community and 
among the individual members, types of clothing, jewellery and 
ornaments, delicacy in manner and the form of non-verbal 
communication of feelings, courtship, seduction) should not be 
taken only as a subjective expression of personal situation and 
attitudes that become the subject of poetry and song: rather, 
Sapphic poetry also embodies veritable proposals for lifestyle 
choices, modes of action and behavioural models, from which 
the young ladies in the thiasos could draw inspiration. Thus 
poetic choice is combined with a pedagogic intent; together, 
they offered a response to the expectations and conventions of 
the specific context, and embodied the expression of feelings, 
ideas and emotions that were both individual and collective, not 
only deeply felt by the one who was directly involved, but also 


shared by all as appropriate models. In this context, the 
habitually homoerotic nuances of the depiction of love take ona 
particular significance: the homosexual erds (as was already 
mentioned earlier) constituted one of the cardinal aspects of the 
Greek paideia, in the sense that it performed a specific cultural 
function of educating young people and initiating them into 
adult life. And the thiasos fulfilled this task within the female 
environment, just as the symposium and the gymnasium were 
the location where the erotic initiation of young males was 
carried out. 

The other component that is virtually always present in the 
Sapphic texts is the religious element, with the strictly cultic 
connotations that are an integral part of the global experience 
of the thiasos, fully on a par with the erotic aspects. Sappho does 
not speak of the gods in the descriptive and narrative tones 
characteristic of epic: she addresses them with prayers, invoking 
their assistance and intervention in situations involving human 
sentiment, feeling them to be closely involved in human affairs - 
especially Aphrodite - as may be experienced by a priest. Given 
this context of presuppositions, one may readily grasp the 
political-social meaning and the ideological implications of 
poetic compositions universally considered as endowed with 
such greatness that its images and intense sentiments have 
over the centuries become one of the highest achievements of 
love poetry of all time. 

Emblematic of this human and poetic attitude, which 
merges the cultic moment with the aspirations linked to the 
sentiment of love, is fr. 1 V., traditionally known as Ode to 
Aphrodite. In the composition, formed of seven Sapphic strophes 
which have come down to us in full, for a total of 28 lines, 
Sappho uses the ritual elements of the cletic hymn (a request to 
the divinity inviting her to take part in a celebration, with 
mention of the epithets and achievements of the god), thus 
entreating the goddess to grant sympathetic aid for her project 
of gaining the affections of one who is the object of her desire: 


Ornate-throned immortal Aphrodite, wile-weaving 


daughter of Zeus, I entreat you: do not overpower my 
heart, mistress, with ache and anguish, but come here, if 
ever in the past you heard my voice from afar and 
acquiesced and came, leaving your father’s golden house, 
with chariot yoked. 


And then, drawn by birds, Aphrodite’s chariot soon reached the 
supplicant, and the goddess inquired as to the cause of such 
distress, promising her help: 


Whom am I to persuade this time to lead you back to her 
love? Who wrongs you, Sappho? If she runs away, soon 
she shall pursue; if she does not love, soon she shall love 
even against her will. 


The transition from the story to direct speech by the goddess 
actualises and personalises the mythic dimension of the divine 
intervention, endowing it with a connotation of maternal 
delicacy. The composition closes with the request for a further 
intervention of divine assistance, a vibrant prayer: 


Come to me now again and deliver me from oppressive 
anxieties; fulfil all that my heart longs to fulfil, and you 
yourself be my fellow-fighter. 


In recent years, scholars have succeeded, in successive stages of 
research, in reuniting in a rather plausible manner some 
fragments that were already known separately (specifically frr. 
60, 65, 66c, 67 and 80 V.) and have thus “redeemed” a 
composition by Sappho. This is an instructive case of the 
progress of research. Naturally, the resulting text is not 
complete - on the contrary, it is extremely lacunose - but one 
can gain a clear idea of the general content of the ode and its 
themes. The first part of the ode concerns a theme similar to 
that in the poem described here above: once again Sappho 
addresses Aphrodite with a prayer, which is a plea for help anda 


hymn to the power of the goddess who is in the good graces of 
Zeus. However, the difference is that here the request 
addressed to the goddess is not for Sappho’s love to be requited 
by a beloved girl, but rather for the poet to gain the upper hand 
with regard to Andromeda, who apparently had behaved in a 
hostile manner toward Sappho within the thiasos: therefore, the 
entreaty is that the goddess be merciful and help her devotee in 
a situation of rivalry. 

The theme of love is also expressed, with various different 
nuances, in several other well-known fragments. Fr. 16 V., to 
which we can give the conventional title of The Most Beautiful 
Thing, opens with an enumeration (Priame/), after which it 
proclaims the superiority of love versus any other human 
passion and extols its irresistible power. 


Some say a host of cavalry, others of infantry, and others 
of ships, is the most beautiful thing on the black earth, but 
I say it is whatsoever a person loves. 


Evidence for such a situation emerges clearly from the story of 
Helen, the wife of Menelaus, who gave up everything so as to 
devote herself to her love for Paris, thereby causing a war. Here 
Sappho enters the ancient polemic on Helen's responsibility in 
the Trojan War: there was a tradition, different from that of 
Homer and likewise designed to justify Helen, which maintained 
it was not Helen herself who went to Troy, but an effigy of her 
person (e(SwAov, eidd/on; a mythic variant testified in a 
composition by the poet Stesichorus); but for Sappho the 
deeper explanation resides in the power of love, which can be 
overwhelmingly destructive. 

In some lines there appear short glimpses of love scenes, 
tender or passionate expressions, descriptions of moments 
impressed on one’s memory, like flash photos of delicate 
episodes: a sort of symptomatology of the feeling of love, 
described in its physical and interior effects on the person (frr. 
47, 48 and 130 V.): “Love shook my heart like a wind falling on 


oaks on a mountain”; “You came, and I was longing for you; you 
cooled my heart which was burning with desire”; “Once again 
limb-loosening Love makes me tremble, the bitter-sweet, 
irresistible creature.” 

But the description that is most effective in conveying the 
symptoms of being in love is found in the extremely famous ode 
(the object of an equally famous imitation by the Latin poet 
Catullus), traditionally and conventionally called the Ode of 
Jealousy (fr. 31 V.), of which little more than four Sapphic 
strophes have come down to us: 


He seems as fortunate as the gods to me, the man who 
sits opposite you and listens nearby to your sweet voice 
and lovely laughter. Truly that sets my heart trembling in 
my breast. For when I look at you for a moment, then it is 
no longer possible for me to speak; my tongue has 
snapped, at once a subtle fire has stolen beneath my flesh, 
I see nothing with my eyes, my ears hum, sweat pours 
from me, a trembling seizes me all over, Iam greener than 
grass, and it seems to me that I am little short of dying. 


A painful moment in the life of the thiasos was the departure of 
a girl belonging to the group. Such occasions must have given 
rise to a feeling of affectionate regret and sentimental nostalgia 
that was not devoid of emotions pertaining to the sphere of love 
relationships (fr. 94 V.): 


And honestly I wish I were dead. She was leaving me with 
many tears and said this: ‘Oh what bad luck has been ours, 
Sappho; truly I leave you against my will’. I replied to her 
thus: ‘Go and fare well and remember me, for you know 
how we cared for you. 


The same feelings characterise the recollections that may 
distress a former thiasos member who has now returned to her 
distant family home (fr. 96 V.): “Now she stands out among 
Lydian women like the rosy-fingered moon after sunset, 


surpassing all the stars, and its light spreads alike over the salt 
sea and the flowery fields.” A short fragment preserves fleeting 
instants of rivalry in a love relationship (fr. 57 V.): “And what 
country girl beguiles your mind...dressed in country garb...not 
knowing how to pull her rags over her ankles?” 

There are also some naturalistic pictures of haunting beauty 
which have gained great fame, which include two splendid 
nocturnes, evocative and poignant in the isolated fleeting 
moment to which they were doomed by the ephemerality of 
their existence within the tradition (frr. 34 and 168b V.): “The 
stars hide away their shining forms round the lovely moon when 
in all her fullness she shines (over all) the earth”; “The moon has 
set and the Pleiades; it is midnight, and time goes by, and I lie 
alone.” 

“But when you die you will lie there, and afterwards there 
will never be any recollection of you or any longing for you since 
you have no share in the roses of Pieria; unseen in the house of 
Hades also, flown from our midst, you will go to and fro among 
the shadowy corpses” (fr. 55 V.). The indirect tradition (Plutarch) 
states that these lines were addressed to a rich but uneducated 
lady, who would be condemned to oblivion after her death 
because her name is not commemorated in poetry (this is the 
significance of the mention of the “roses of Pieria”: the name 
Pieria refers to the region in Macedonia where the Muses were 
born). The value of the fragment resides in its testifying to an 
awareness in Sappho of the value of poetry construed as an 
eternalising force to guarantee remembrance and fame, and 
thus survival after death. Such a concept, it should be said en 
passant, was linked to the heroic world, to the glory of those 
who lived nobly and who were therefore celebrated in the songs 
of the poets. It is evident that Sappho acknowledged this 
concept as suitable and applicable to her female horizon as well. 

In very recent years we have been able to acquire 
knowledge of almost the entire contents (only the first four lines 
are incomplete) of the so-called Old Age Poem (fr. 58 V., already 
mentioned above), thanks to a papyrus held in Cologne, in 
Germany, and published in full in 2005. Given that it is dated to 


the third century B.C., it is the most ancient surviving exemplar 
of Sappho. The text allows a glimpse of a situation in which 
Sappho urges the young ladies to sing and dance, asking them 
to hand her the lyre so that she can play the instrument and 
sing, as her age no longer allows her to dance: “[but me -] my 
skin which [once] was [soft is withered] now / by age, my hair 
has turned [to white] which once was black, / my heart has been 
weighed down, my knees give no support” (3-5). There follows a 
gnome on the inevitability of old age and the re-evocation of the 
myth of Tithonus: divine Aurora fell in love with him and 
obtained immortality for him, granted by Zeus, but she forgot to 
request eternal youth as well: Tithonus is thus condemned to 
live in a condition of painful and interminable old age. 

That which remains of the compositions that precede and 
follow the Old Age Poem in the Cologne papyrus (the remains of 
another two) does not coincide with that which precedes and 
follows the same ode in another witness, P.Oxy. 1787, from the 
end of the second century A.D. The latter witness seems to 
reflect the edition of Sappho’s poems assembled by the 
Alexandrian philologists during the Hellenistic Age, who had 
ordered the songs on the basis of their metre. In the Cologne 
papyrus the last line of the O/d Age Poem is followed by another 
four lines, in which we read an expression of love for life. One 
feels that these lines reflect both a programmatic declaration 
and an overall appraisal: “But I love delicacy (4Bpoouvav) (...) 
and passionate love for the Sun has won for me its radiance and 
beauty”; thus love for the sun that radiates splendour and 
beauty is paralleled to love for delicacy. This is the only 
attestation in Sappho of the noun aBpoovvn (abrosuné, formed 
on the basis of the adjective GBpoc / aBpoc, abros), which occurs 
several times. Sappho uses these terms to indicate gracefulness, 
sophisticated luxury, delight: in short, everything that identifies 
feelings associated with a pleasurable life in a noble atmosphere 
that was refined and polished on the artistic and cultural plane 
as well. There is some debate as to whether the four lines 
attested only in the Oxyrhynchus papyrus formed part of the Old 
Age Poem or whether, given their absence in the Cologne 


papyrus, they belonged to an independent composition: the 
meaning of the song changes depending on whether it is 
believed to conclude with the reference to Tithonus or with the 
subsequent four lines. Some scholars espouse the former 
interpretation and regard the composition as an affirmation of 
essential pessimism without any flashes of consolation, thereby 
effectively admitting a previously undiscovered tone in Sapphic 
poetry, at least as we know it so far. It has also been conjectured 
that the Old Age Poem and the group of four lines were two 
distinct compositions, having opposite contents (one 
pessimistic, the other of radiant vitality), that were performed in 
succession: if this were the case, it would provide an explanation 
for their fusion in the Alexandrian edition, reflected in the 
Oxyrhynchus papyrus, and the Cologne papyrus would 
therefore confirm that the O/d Age Poem had a consistency that 
was perfectly authentic. Other scholars, however, believe that 
the composition was unlikely to have concluded with the myth 
of Tithonus, without a return to the actual current situation of 
the poetic self of the lyric composition, such a situation being 
guaranteed precisely by the four lines preserved only in the 
Oxyrhynchus papyrus. It was pointed out long ago that there is 
a conceptual continuity between these lines and the reference 
to the myth of Tithonus, as the two aspects are linked by a 
mirror image relationship. Thus although Tithonus has obtained 
immortality through his love for Aurora, he has lost forever his 
youthfulness and fascination; in contrast, the persona loquens, 
though destined to death and despite the signs of having 
reached old age, has nevertheless, by virtue of love for life, been 
granted the destiny of continuing to irradiate splendour and 
beauty. Those who subscribe to this interpretation read the 
poem as a piece that closes not so much with the melancholy 
evocation of the decrepit Tithonus, but rather with a self- 
affirmation of great conceptual force and highly original poetic 
rapture. As far as the absence of the four final lines in the 
Cologne papyrus is concerned, it is explained as an omission. 
This would by no means be surprising given the anthological 
and pragmatic - rather than philological-erudite - character of 


this roll from the early Hellenistic Age, i.e. prior to the 
Alexandrian edition, of which we have evidence in the far later 
Oxyrhynchus papyrus. The case remains doubtful and shows, on 
the one hand, that the greater antiquity of a witness does not 
automatically guarantee greater textual reliability and, on the 
other, how strongly the reconstructions and interpretations of 
poetry texts can be affected by philological aspects and 
problems concerning the history of tradition. 

Earlier, the concept of the “progress of research” was 
mentioned. From this perspective, the early days of the twenty- 
first century have proved lucky for Sappho. After the Old Age 
Poem, mentioned above, 2014 saw the publication of five 
fragments of a papyrus roll dated to the end of the second or 
beginning of the third century A.D., which contained the first 
book of songs by Sappho according to the Alexandrian edition. 
What remains are rather unequal parts of nine songs, seven of 
which were already known but have been increased by new 
materials of variable significance, while one of the two 
completely new finds is again the above described Brothers 
Poem, while only scraps of the other one are left. In addition to 
the earlier mention of the Brothers Poem, we have already 
utilised the new finds with regard to fr. 5, in relation to the 
vicissitudes of Sappho’s brother Charaxus. Now we would add, 
briefly, that thanks to this most recent papyrus that has been 
published, important progress has also been made for fr. 16 V., 
The Most Beautiful Thing (see above), for which the end has been 
established at I. 20; the latter is followed by what is now fr. 16a, a 
composition of five or six strophes, beginning with a rather 
general assertion: “It is not possible for a human being to be 
completely fortunate.” Considerable increases have also been 
recorded for fr. 17 V.: the initial invocation to Hera and the 
reference to the cult of the so-called “Lesbian triad” (Zeus, Hera 
and Dionysus) founded by the Atreids to propitiate their return 
from Troy, and the apparent lack of references to personal facts, 
suggests that this could be a choral song destined for 
performance on a cultic occasion. Substantial additions have 
been introduced in the text of fr. 26 V., now called Cypris Song on 


account of the invocation KUmpt S€ortotv(a) (“Cypris, my lady”), 
the most ancient attestation (for now) of a goddess invoked as 
“lady, mistress.” Sappho bemoans the lack of help from 
Aphrodite on the subject of her distress in a love relationship: 
“How can a woman help being regularly heartsick, my lady, if 
you do not love her, and when she would most wish to conceal 
her passion, you do not hold back”. Perhaps in the future new 
discoveries will lead to further progress. 


3.4.4 The choral fragments 


The Alexandrian edition of Sappho’s poems was intended to 
include of a book of epithalamian poems; further compositions 
for nuptial celebrations were scattered in the other books, 
depending on the metre. The destination of these poems was 
clearly more extensive than the narrow confines of the thiasos 
and involved a choral execution combined with song and dance. 
One can well imagine that a matrimonial occasion generally 
concerned young ladies who were about to leave the thiasos in 
order to be wedded to their spouse, and that such an event gave 
rise to a more open ceremony in comparison to the usual 
internal situations that were restricted to the members of the 
thiasos. 

It has been noted that these fragments testify to the 
presence of nuptial songs cast in the form of folk language, with 
jokes and snatches of playful banter addressed to the newly- 
weds as well as roguish backchat between the bride and the 
groom and also with various guests who were present. The 
surviving lines acquaint us with a few of these moments. After 
the procession had reached the bridegroom's house and the 
groom had motioned to the bride to enter, it was part of the 
ritual for the young ladies of her suite to pretend to try to take 
her back and a friend of the bridegroom, playing the part of the 
porter, would then pretend to try to prevent them from gaining 
access to the nuptial chamber; at this point the choir would 
mock the porter by chanting (fr. 110 V.): “The door-keeper’s feet 


are seven fathoms long, and his sandals are made from five ox- 
hides; ten cobblers worked hard to make them.” 

The entry of a handsome bridegroom into the house was 
accompanied by lines of jubilant amazement, interspersed with 
exclamations of wishes of good luck for the future (fr. 111 V.): 
“On high the roof - Hymenaeus! - raise up, you carpenters - 
Hymenaeus! The bridegroom is coming, the equal of Ares, much 
larger than a large man.” A different figure of a bridegroom 
emerges from fr. 115 V.: “To what may I well compare you, dear 
bridegroom? I compare you above all to a slender sapling.” 

A fragment restores a vivid exchange of repartee between 
the choir and the bridegroom as well as between the latter and 
his bride: the witticisms, as imagined in the poem, are uttered at 
the moment when the groom welcomes his bride (fr. 112 V.): 


[The choir to the bridegroom] “Happy bridegroom, your 
marriage has been fulfilled as you prayed, you have the 
girl for whom you prayed...” 


[The bridegroom to his bride] “Your form is graceful, your 
eyes...gentle, and love streams over your beautiful face... 
Aphrodite has honoured you outstandingly.” 


In another fragment of an epithalamium, in hexameters, 
Sappho expresses her thought with words of elegant delicacy - 
this is the usually accepted interpretation - with reference to a 
mature lady who is about to be married at a late age (fr. 105 V.): 
“As the sweet-apple reddens on the bough-top, on the top of 
the topmost bough; the apple-gatherers have forgotten it - no 
they have not forgotten it entirely, but they could not reach it.” 


3.4.5 Language and style 


Sappho’s language is the Aeolic dialect of Lesbos, in the literary 
form that had been built up with the contribution of exponents 
who formed part of the local poetic tradition. The major figures 


whose work testifies to this form are the two most significant 
poets of the island, Sappho and Alcaeus. The Lesbian and Aeolic 
dialectal forms of Asia Minor conserve the purest form of Aeolic, 
of which the most essential traits are: barytonesis (the tendency 
to shift the accent backwards, e.g. €yw as against Attic €yw); 
psilosis (namely, the absence of aspiration, for ex. Gpya versus 
Attic Gpya); the athematic conjugation of verbs which in Attic 
are contracted (for ex. piAnuut for pew); the -eoot ending for 
the dat. pl. of the third declension; Guye and dupt(v) for hudc 
and nutv (note the barytonesis and psilosis); certain vowel 
sounds such as 0 and u for a and 0 (for ex. otpdtoc versus Attic 
otpatoc, where the barytonesis should also be noted; amu for 
ato); and so forth. 

Naturally, there are also numerous elements that hark back 
to the Homeric heritage, adapted to the different language 
context. The vocabulary and syntax tend to achieve an 
unaffected style that flows smoothly, such as would be 
characteristic of an intimate and discreet communication of 
delicate affections. This effect of simple natural speech is 
heightened by the frequent representation of environments, 
situations and objects that shape life day by day, linked above all 
to the familiar routine of a woman's world. 


3.5 The melic poetry of Lesbos: Alcaeus of Mytilene 
3.5.1 A politically committed poet 


Alcaeus was slightly younger than his compatriot Sappho. In a 
fragment of a single line (fr. 384 Voigt), he mentions Sappho 
with delicate respect and epithets reminiscent of the epic 
language: “Violet-haired, holy, sweetly-smiling Sappho,” but 
here the grammatical form of the name has given rise to many 
doubts and indeed it cannot be determined whether the name 
actually occurs in that verse and consequently whether the two 
poets genuinely knew one another. Alcaeus was probably born 
around 630-625 and spent the greater part of his life at 


Mytilene. Most of the lines that have come down to us have 
political content and were destined to be executed in a 
symposium in the presence of an audience that was part of the 
aristocratic hetaireia to which Alcaeus himself belonged. Some 
fragments contribute to reconstructing the painful sequence of 
events that racked the city during the final quarter of the 
seventh century, with which the poems were closely linked. 

In Alcaeus’ early youth, Mytilene was under the monarchic 
control of the noble family of the Penthilids, whose last member, 
Penthilus, was killed in order to put an end to the cruelty and 
oppression wreaked by the members of his hetaireia. In the 
ensuing struggle for power among the members of the 
aristocracy, various figures of tyrants had gained the upper 
hand. The tyranny of Melanchrus (ca. 612-609 B.C.) was 
overthrown by the political group to which Alcaeus’ older 
brothers belonged (the poet himself was probably still too 
young to take part in the uprising), as also did their friend 
Pittacus. Towards the year 600, Myrsilus rose to power: Pittacus 
entered into an alliance with this new tyrant, who forced Alcaeus 
to go into exile, with the accusation of having taken partina 
conspiracy. Upon the death of Myrsilus (590 ca.), it fell to 
Pittacus to take over the reins of government of the city, and for 
ten years he held the position of aioupvhytngs (“arbiter”): thus 
for the second time Alcaeus was obliged to go into exile. 
According to the tradition, the poet was later able to return to 
Mytilene. 

As already mentioned, the poetry of Alcaeus that has come 
down to us is rich in references to the political situation of his 
city. He reserves particularly harsh words for Pittacus who, 
according to Alcaeus’ angry accusation, had seized the 
Opportunity to award considerable power to his own hetaireia; in 
this context, as Alcaeus bitterly complains, Pittacus had betrayed 
the agreements with Alcaeus’ hetaireia, despite previously 
entering into an agreement with the latter against Melanchrus. 
Even worse, Alcaeus heatedly asserts that Pittacus had acted 
disloyally towards their common military experience in which 
they had jointly defended the Sigeum promontory (in the Troad) 


against Athens. The poet thus depicts Pittacus as a tyrant anda 
traitor; however, it should not be overlooked that this is the 
image portrayed by a particularly offended and mortified 
adversary. In contrast, the ancient tradition, which included 
Pittacus in the canon of the Seven Sages (semi-legendary figures 
of sages, cf. The Archaic Age IV 1.5), seems to convey the idea of 
an authoritative political figure, who was widely esteemed and 
fairly well known. 


3.5.2 The fragments and the themes of his poetry 


As in the case of many other lyric poets, up until the last century 
Alcaeus was known only by virtue of the indirect tradition. Since 
then, however, papyrology has made available a considerable 
quantity of previously unknown texts, thus increasing the 
number of known fragments to several hundred (roughly 450). 
Probably the most ancient papyri present us with the text 
derived from the Alexandrian edition of the Alcaic songs, 
subdivided into ten books on the basis of metre and theme: 
political songs (otaolwttka, stasidtica), those built up ona 
convivial theme (okOAta, scolia), or dealing with the subject of 
love (EpwttKd, erdtica), and so forth. His poems were among the 
best loved models in late Attic symposial production and were 
acclaimed by the Latin poets of the Augustan Age, above all 
Horace. 

Much of Alcaeus’ poetry revolves around political and civic 
themes, which undoubtedly stirred fierce passions among the 
symposium audience, arousing heated reactions and 
vehemently stated positions. The enflamed and violent tone of 
many fragments seems to preserve a vivid echo of this 
atmosphere. Another typical symposial motif is that of wine, 
which often goes hand in hand with political invective. Raising a 
cup to drink a toast was one of the key moments of the banquet, 
because it basically allowed a member to express a general view 
of the group’s ideals and expectations while maintaining a 
playful and even facetious manner, thereby symbolically 


achieving a sense of togetherness among the tablemates. 

Other fragments enable us to identify a few aspects of 
Alcaeus’ religious poetry, which took the form of a hymn to the 
divinity or, on other occasions, of mythological narrations 
included within other songs. 


3.5.3 Political poetry 


Alcaeus’ compositions that involved political content were 
grouped by the ancients under the name of stasi6tica, that is to 
say “poems of the stasis”, that is “of the rebellion”. These were 
compositions that addressed the political struggles between 
opposing factions which led to internal divisions within the polis 
(one may find the calque “stasiotic” [poems] used at times). 
Such poems often featured the aggressive tone of polemical 
invective: reminiscent as it is of the verbal violence of iambic 
poetry, one can well imagine that it fitted perfectly into the 
symposial context, addressed to a group who shared a specific 
political approach and bonded through the numerous attitudes 
its members held in common. It is worth recalling the 
observations put forward earlier concerning the significance, 
which is both individual yet at the same time also collective, of 
the passions and ideas expressed in a form of poetry rooted 
precisely in the occasion where the political-social group 
achieves its greatest cohesion. Thus the feelings permeating 
Alcaic lines belong no less to the individual-poet Alcaeus than to 
the men of his hetaireia, and they conform to the conventions 
and expectations of the group just as much as they mirror the 
emotions of the individual “self.” 

The name of the tyrant Myrsilus appears in a short but 
celebrated fragment, echoed by an ode of the Latin poet Horace 
(I 37). It contains the opening lines of a composition in which the 
poet writes jubilantly of the death of the despot, proposing that 
the event be celebrated by drinking a toast with wine (fr. 332 V.): 


Now must men get drunk and drink with all their strength, 


since Myrsilus has died. 


As far as Alcaeus was concerned, Pittacus was his sworn enemy, 
an ally of bygone times who had acted disloyally by preferring 
personal power over the bonds of the politically based 
fellowship, thereby transgressing against the values of 
allegiance and hospitality of the aristocratic code (fr. 348 V.): 
“They established base-born Pittacus as tyrant of that gutless, 
ill-starred city, all of them loud in his praise.” Pittacus’ volte-face 
had brought about the ruin of many and Alcaeus invoked divine 
intervention against him (that despicable “pot-bellied oaf”), 
demanding that he be persecuted by the Erinyes, the goddesses 
who avenged companions (fr. 129 V.): 


And let their Avenger pursue the son of Hyrrhas [Pittacus], 
since once we swore, cutting..., never (to abandon?) any of 
our comrades (€taipwv), but either to die at the hands of 
men who at that time came against us and to lie clothed in 
earth, or else to kill them and rescue the people from their 
woes. But Pot-belly did not talk to their hearts; he 
recklessly trampled the oaths underfoot and devours our 
city. 


Alcaeus’ civic passion, which he shared with the other members 
of his hetaireia, often translates into highly effective metaphors, 
sometimes elaborated to the point of becoming veritable 
allegories. In a series of fragments belonging to various 
different poems, the subject on which attention focuses is the 
State, conceived as a ship ravaged by a storm at sea: this was an 
image that well portrayed the stasis that was wreaking chaos in 
the city (frr. 6 and 208 V.): 


This wave in turn comes (like?) the previous one, and it will 
give us much trouble to bale out when it enters the ship’s. 


I fail to understand the direction of the winds: one wave 
rolls in from this side, another from that, and we in the 


middle are carried along in company with our black ship, 
much distressed in the great storm. The bilge-water covers 
the masthold; all the sail lets the light through now, and 
there are great rents in it; the anchors are slackening; the 
rudders...my feet both stay (entangled) in the ropes: this 
alone (saves) me; the cargo...(is carried off) above. 


The state/ship analogy would, from Alcaeus onwards, become a 
recurrent topos in Greek and Latin literature (it was taken up by 
numerous poets, among others by the elegiac poet Theognis 
and the tragedians Aeschylus and Sophocles, the Latin poet 
Horace), and it lived on in the poetic imagination of later 
centuries. 

A considerable number of fragments revolve around the 
actual meaning of a symposial meeting; they have thus also 
been defined as “metasymposial.” Drinking in company was 
often seen as a consolation for the harshness of a wintry season 
or the excruciating midsummer heat, portrayed with rapid 
naturalistic strokes, or for the bitter disappointments of life (fr. 
338 V.): “Zeus sends rain, a great storm comes from the 
heavens, running waters are frozen solid...thence...Down with 
the storm! Stoke up the fire, mix the honeysweet wine 
unsparingly, and put a soft fillet round your brows”; (fr. 347 V.): 
“Wet your lungs with wine: the star is coming round, the season 
is harsh, everything is thirsty under the heat, the cicada sings 
sweetly from the leaves...the artichoke is in flower; now are 
women most pestilential, but men are feeble, since Sirius 
parches their heads and knees”; (fr. 335 V.): “We should not 
surrender our hearts to our troubles, for we shall make no 
headway by grieving, Bycchis: the best of remedies is to bring 
wine and get drunk.” At times the drinking imagery takes on a 
more clearly metaphorical implication and the expression may 
assume a gnomic tone, expressing now the joys of life (fr. 346 V.: 
“Let us drink! Why do we wait for the lamps? There is only an 
inch of day left”), now an idea of frank interaction among 
companions (frr. 333 and 366 V.: “For wine is a peep-hole into a 
man”; “Wine, dear boy, and truth”). Alcaeus’ symposial poetry 


clearly reveals a fusion of different contexts: the political-social 
themes and motifs that identify the aristocratic hetaireia - 
constituting an element of strong interaction within the latter - 
are linked to aspects involving solace and enjoyment, such as 
taking delight in short-lived joys that are at their best if enjoyed 
together with one’s companions. This aspect, in turn, 
contributes to ensuring that the group is cohesive in its ideal 
and ideological aspects. 

We noted earlier that Alcaeus was no stranger to military 
experiences. Before Pittacus betrayed his companions’ 
expectations, Alcaeus fought alongside him to defend the 
Sigeum promontory against Athenian expansionism. Ina 
fragment, which appears to echo a famous poem by 
Archilochus, Alcaeus recalls the grave danger he suffered at a 
particular point during the war (fr. 401b V.): “Alcaeus is safe, but 
the Athenians hung up (his armour? The shield that was his 
protection?) in the holy temple of Grey-eyed Athena.” 
Overturning the irreverent logic of Archilochus’ lines or, rather, 
reviving the traditional logic of aristocratic ethics, Alcaeus 
underlines that his personal salvation came at the cost of 
abandoning his arms to the enemy. And fr. 140 V. describes an 
“arms hall” (it has been suggested this may have referred to the 
banqueting hall or possibly a place of worship) which prompts a 
reevocation of traditional military valour and stimulates 
paraenetic incitement to an undertaking involving war: 


And the great hall gleams with bronze: the whole ceiling is 
dressed for the war-god with bright helmets, down from 
which nod white horse-hair plumes, adornments for men’s 
heads. Bright bronze greaves hide the pegs they hang on, 
defence against a strong arrow; there are corslets of new 
linen and hollow shields thrown on the floor. Beside them 
are swords from Chalcis and many belts and tunics. These 
we have been unable to forget, ever since we first 
undertook this task. 


3.5.4 Religion and myth 


We know that the Alexandrian edition of Alcaeus’ songs opened 
with three hymns to divinities: Apollo, Hermes and the Nymphs. 
Information concerning similar compositions has been obtained 
from fragments, which restore lines of hymns to the Dioscuri, 
Athena, Aphrodite, Eros and Dionysus. These compositions were 
designed for monodic song performed during the symposium; 
therefore they were not in hexameters but rather in lyric metres. 
While the Homeric Hymns generally awarded priority to the 
narrative aspect of mythic episodes, in Alcaeus’ hymns the 
narration, which was probably less diffuse, must have been 
accompanied by words of praise that recalled the prerogatives 
of the divinity, and by brief remarks that highlighted the 
relevance of the situation narrated in the particular context 
evoked by the poet. 

For the hymn to the Dioscuri (fr. 34 V.), we have the first 
three strophes in Sapphic metre. The content likewise prompts 
an interesting re-evocation of the Ode to Aphrodite composed by 
Sappho (but the similarity could be due to the rules governing 
the literary code, the hymnic code in particular). The 
composition begins with a request for the two divinities to make 
an appearance, followed by the evocation of their prerogative as 
protectors of those at sea: 


Come hither, leaving the island of Pelops, strong sons of 
Zeus and Leda; appear with kindly heart, Castor and 
Pollux, who go on swift horses over the broad earth and all 
the sea, and easily rescue men from chilling death, leaping 
on the peaks of their well-benched ships, brilliant from 
afar as you run up the fore-stays, bringing light to the 
black ship in the night of trouble. 


A few fragments provide us with evidence that Alcaeus took an 
interest in themes associated with myth, with a preference for 
the Trojan saga, at least as far as we can see from the material 
that has been preserved. In fr. 42 V., in Sapphic strophes, we 
perceive a comparison between Helen, on account of whom 
“the Phrygians and their city perished,” Thetis, the Nereid who 


became the bride of Peleus and mother of Achilles. The figure of 
Helen returns in fr. 283 V. according to the traditional image, as 
the guilt-bearing cause of the war, for having followed Paris to 
Troy: “and [Aphrodite] excited the heart of Argive Helen in her 
breast; and crazed by the Trojan man, the deceiver of his host, 
she accompanied him over the sea in his ship, leaving in her 
home her child (desolate?) and her husband's bed with its rich 
coverlet”. 

In another fragment with mythic content, which is fairly long 
(27 lines) and is preserved by two papyri, we find a re-evocation 
of an episode of the conquest of Troy by the Achaeans: the 
fragment deals with the question of Priam’s daughter 
Cassandra, who was endowed with prophetic powers, and who 
was violated by Ajax Oileus even though she had sought refuge 
by standing close to the statue of Athena (fr. 298 V.): 


But in the temple the daughter of Priam was embracing 
the statue of Athena, generous giver of booty, clasping its 
chin, while the enemy assailed the city (...) and Ajax came 
in deadly madness to the temple of holy Pallas, who of all 
the blessed gods is most (terrible) to sacrilegious 
(mortals), and seizing the maiden with both hands as she 
stood by the (holy?) statue the Locrian (ravished her), 
without fear of the daughter of Zeus. 


The hypothesis has been put forward that the episode was 
mentioned by Alcaeus as a mythic “parallel” of the cruelty of 
Pittacus: however, this is no more than a hypothesis. 


3.5.5 Language and style 


Alcaeus’ language, like that of Sappho, is the Aeolic dialect of 
Lesbos, enriched with poetic forms drawn from the Homeric 
tradition, which endow the politically oriented lines with a touch 
of epic colouring. Alcaic poetry has a strongly communicative 
character, conveying a feeling of great immediacy, highly fitting 


for its role within the passionate community gathered together 
in the symposium and projecting a very clear image of the 
situations genuinely experienced on such occasions. 


3.6 Stesichorus and lyric epic 
3.6.1 Melic poetry of a narrative type 


The ancient tradition considered Stesichorus to be the 
“inventor” of choral lyric poetry. His real name was apparently 
Tisias, whereas Stesichorus is said to have been a nickname he 
was given for being the first to train a choir (literally, it means 
“he who trains/coaches choirs”). Although it is clearly 
unacceptable to assume that the invention of choral poetry 
should be attributed to Stesichorus, his classification among the 
choral lyric poets was commonly accepted up to a few decades 
ago, until, that is to say, our knowledge of his work was limited 
to fragments of the indirect tradition. In actual fact, doubts had 
already been raised following a verdict by Quintilian 
(Institutiones X 1, 62), who contended that Stesichorus 
“sustained with the lyre the weight of epic poetry.” 

More recently, a number of papyrus finds, which came to 
light above all in the second half of the twentieth century, 
rendered Quintilians’s statement more meaningful, restoring 
long fragments of compositions in lyric metre and with epic- 
heroic content. Today, many scholars tend to recognise these as 
forms of epic-narrative monodic melic poetry, that is to say, lyric 
poems with epic content executed with the citharoedic 
technique. The latter was a form of song performed by a soloist 
and accompanied by the cithara, a performance such as that 
depicted in the Odyssey in connection with the bards Phemius 
and Demodocus. 

It is also worth noting that even before the discovery of the 
numerous papyrus fragments of his works, some titles were 
already known from the indirect tradition, such as Geryoneis, 
Boar-Hunters, Helen, Sack of Troy, Homecomings, Scylla, Oresteia, 


Eriphyle, Funeral Games of Pelias. Clearly these were subjects 
taken from the epic-narrative tradition. The very use of titles is 
significant inasmuch as it shows that the compositions were felt 
to be “sections” of a traditional literary heritage, and they had to 
be clearly identifiable at the moment of their execution, both for 
the public and the judges of the competitions. 

Numerous works by Stesichorus thus took the form of a 
short poem in lyric metres, although also displaying stylistic 
characteristics reminiscent of epic diction. In actual fact the 
most extensively testified Stesichorean metre is rhythmically 
close, at times even very close, to the dactylic sequences of the 
epic hexameter. Basically, they testify to the process whereby 
epic material became fused with the formal characteristics of a 
literature designed for entertainment of a melic type. Thus the 
rich heritage of epos underwent adaptation to the forms of lyric 
poetry and to the performance contexts that characterised the 
latter. As compared to the bardic execution, which consisted of 
the voice in recitative mode with a musical background, the type 
of performance described here was a genuine narrative 
monody, in which the lines were sung “solo” to the melodic 
accompaniment of the cithara. 

The length of certain compositions (for instance, in the 
Geryoneis papyrus a marginal sign indicates that the poem ran 
to over 1300 lines, but since at that point the end of the story is 
still distant, one may suspect that it was far longer) makes it 
rather unlikely that their execution could be entrusted to the 
singing and dancing of a choir. However, a total inversion of the 
traditional image of Stesichorus, from choral poet to monodic 
poet, is not accepted by all scholars. This leaves us with the 
possibility that not only did Stesichorus compose both monodic 
and choral melic poetry, but also that some works could be 
performed in a monodic manner on certain occasions and ina 
choral manner at other times. With regard to the context of the 
poetic performances, one of the most widely accepted 
hypotheses is that they were arranged to take place at local 
town festivals, where people from all walks of life congregated 
(consequently, one may conjecture that specific choices 


concerning the content of the compositions may have been 
linked to demand by the public). 

The broadening of knowledge of Stesichorus’ poetry, with 
particular regard to his narrative lyric poetry on epic themes, 
has prompted further investigation of another problem: namely, 
the question as to whether the narrative lyric tradition may have 
pre-dated the rise of hexametric epic that was characterised by 
a continuous series of hexameters. In the chapter on Homer (cf. 
The Archaic Age II 1.7) it was pointed out that we find the dactylic 
hexameter of epic diction as a fully evolved and perfected form, 
which therefore stands on the shoulders of an already 
substantial history and tradition. Based on this observation, 
some scholars have construed the metres and diction of 
narrative lyric poetry as the antecedents of epic diction, 
hypothesising that the hexameter with a single metrical- 
rhythmic structure repeated in a continuous and extended 
series derived from a sort of codification of a metrical form 
which, at a certain point, was felt to be better suited for 
sustaining a lengthy narration. 


3.6.2 Biographical information 


Although the sources available to us are not in agreement on 
Stesichorus’ chronology, there is good reason to prefer the 
dating provided by the Suda lexicon, which sets his birth at 
around 632/29 and his death in 556/3. He was born in the 
western colonial environment, but the sources also disagree on 
his place of birth, as both Himera in Sicily and Metaurus in 
Magna Graecia are mentioned. His activity as a poet led him to 
travel in Sicily, southern Italy and perhaps also Greece, to 
Sparta, and it was closely linked to requests from various 
different clients and types of public. He can thus be regarded as 
belonging to the ancient tradition of the wandering singers, who 
would constantly move from one location to another in order to 
perform the songs of the epic heritage, upon request by the 
public, and who would be paid for his recital. Aristotle (Rhetoric II 


1393b 8 ff.) mentions that Stesichorus sought to dissuade the 
inhabitants of Himera from being too compliant towards 
Phalaris, the tyrant of Acragas: he thus told the local citizens a 
fable (aivoc, ainos): the horse, wishing to rid himself of a deer, 
his enemy, entered into an alliance with man and accepted to be 
mounted by the latter, but in so doing the horse became man’s 
slave. The poet is said to have died in Sicily, at Catania, which the 
sources point to as the location of his tomb. 


3.6.3 The fragments 


We know that the Alexandrian philologists divided Stesichorus’ 
work into 26 books; it is quite plausible that for many of these 
books there corresponded a single composition of a certain 
length. As stated above, most of our knowledge of Stesichorus, 
fragmentary though it is, has come down to us through 
fortuitous papyrus finds that have occurred over recent 
decades; these discoveries have enabled us to reconsider the 
frame of reference of his poetic production. 

A papyrus published in 1967 restored some fragments of the 
poem entitled Geryoneis. Admittedly, the text as we have it is still 
in very poor condition, and is but a fraction of the more than 
1300 lines of which the poem was originally composed. The 
theme of the poem concerns one of the labours narrated in the 
Heracles saga. The hero was engaged in seeking to capture the 
oxen belonging to Gerion, a triple-bodied monster who lived in 
the extreme West, beyond the Ocean. The best preserved 
fragment (fr. S 15 Davies) describes a moment of the struggle 
between Heracles and Gerion, with a wealth of details that recall 
the narrative-descriptive style of epic: 


And in silence he thrust it cunningly into his brow, and it 
cut through the flesh and bones by divine dispensation; 
and the arrow held straight on the crown of his head, and 
it stained with gushing blood his breastplate and gory 
limbs; and Geryon drooped his neck to one side, like a 


poppy which spoiling its tender beauty suddenly sheds its 
petals and... 


The poem Boar-Hunters addressed the mythic tale of the 
Calydonian boar hunt, which saw the participation of the hero 
Meleager. Funeral Games of Pelias was inspired by an episode 
forming part of the Argonauts saga, namely the games held in 
honour of Pelias, king of Iolcus in Thessaly, who was killed by his 
daughters after the latter had been deceived by the witchcraft of 
Medea. 

Numerous works were devoted to episodes of the Trojan 
saga. In Helen, following in the footsteps of the tradition Homer 
had likewise accepted, Stesichorus gave a rather critical 
portrayal of Menelaus’ wife, considering her guilty of following 
Paris in his return to Troy and of thereby causing a prolonged 
war. In the sources an anecdote has been preserved which 
relates that Stesichorus was condemned to blindness as a 
punishment by the Dioscuri, brothers of Helen, and that he did 
not recover his sight until he recanted and composed a formal 
“disavowal” or Palinode, correcting his judgement on Helen. In 
his new composition he subscribed to the version which 
exonerated Helen and contended that it was not she herself but 
rather an effigy of Helen that went to Troy (fr. 192 D.): “That 
story is not true, and you did not go on the well-benched ships 
and you did not reach the citadel of Troy.” The change of 
“opinion” expressed in the Palinode has been interpreted as a 
move by the poet aimed at aligning himself with the 
expectations of listeners who felt a close allegiance to the figure 
of Helen or to that of the Dioscuri, such as the Spartans or the 
Locrians. Other sources (fr. 193 D.) speak of two different 
Stesichorean Palinodes, but there is strong suspicion that this is 
actually a late erudite speculation. 

Two titles that are consistent with the poems of the Trojan 
Cycle (cf. The Archaic Age II 2.1) are Sack of Troy and 
Homecomings. For the former of these, only a few fragments 
remain, in which Stesichorus sketched the capture of the city by 
the Achaeans through the ruse of the Wooden Horse. 


Homecomings (Nostoi) very likely traced the events concerning a 
few Achaean heroes as they made their way home from the war, 
similarly to the cyclic poem of the same title. 

The Oresteia focused on the drama of the killing of 
Agamemnon by his wife Clytemnestra, when he returned to his 
home country, and the ensuing revenge by his son Orestes. The 
scene is depicted as taking place not in Mycenae but rather in 
Sparta; thus one may conjecture that this work by Stesichorus 
was likely intended for a festivity celebrated in the city of Sparta. 

Two poems, of which only some fragments have been 
preserved, deal with the Theban saga. A papyrus, held in Lille 
(France) and published a few decades ago, has restored a few 
dozen lines belonging to a poem on the Theban saga. They 
show Oedipus’ mother, Epicasta, dividing out power and worldly 
possessions among her four sons. Eriphyle also drew its 
inspiration from the events in the Theban Cycle and told of 
Eriphyle’s betrayal of her husband Amphiaraus, motivated by 
her determination to force him into joining the expedition of the 
Seven against Thebes. 

Some problems still exist concerning the content of 
Stesichorus’ compositions. It seems that, already in the seventh 
to sixth century B.C., “Homer” had become a codified and well 
respected authority, but at least the Palinode testifies directly 
and concretely to the ability and freedom to introduce changes 
in the mythic story in order to harmonise it with on-going 
circumstances and requirements. Poets and thinkers made 
extensive use of this flexibility, which arose from an important 
characteristic of Greek civilisation, namely the absence of a 
canonical and “untouchable” version preserved by a recognised 
centre of power, and thus the non-existence of the concept of a 
“heretical” deviation from such a version. It is impossible to 
ascertain whether the stories related by Stesichorus drew their 
inspiration from the Homeric model, seen as the one and only 
“classical” prototype or whether they (also) drew on a different 
tradition, conceivably stemming from the Western Greek 
background in which Stesichorus lived. In short, we encounter 
serious difficulty in measuring and characterising his level of 


innovation in his treatment of the mythic content. 


3.6.4 The competition with Athenian dramatic productions and the 
early decline of citharody 


Stesichorus’ rich and varied output indicates a strong demand 
for poetic works inspired by the themes characteristic of epic, 
and also leads one to believe that the citharoedic form enjoyed 
great popularity. Therefore, at first sight, it is rather surprising 
that the case of Stesichorus remained basically isolated and that 
the genre did not continue to blossom in the sixth and fifth 
century, at least as far as we know, and surely did not feature 
any works or authors of comparable significance to Stesichorus. 
Naturally, this assessment is valid on the assumption that the 
material which has come down to us - given the vast quantity 
that has been lost - has not played a cruel joke on us. It should 
be borne in mind that the image of Stesichorus has also 
undergone considerable changes, thanks to a number of finds 
in recent decades, as already said. In any case, the decisive 
circumstance leading to the early decline of this attractive form 
of poetry can very probably be identified as the rise and 
development of the magnificent season of Attic tragedy, which 
acquired fame at almost the same time. This marked the start of 
a new form and a new practice, namely the theatrical 
performance, which evidently responded more effectively to the 
demands of a public performance. The same epic material was 
re-utilised and adapted to the tastes of the times with the aid of 
new resources such as staging, which was unrivalled in its 
spectacular character. 


3.6.5 Language and style 


The choice of themes taken from the epic heritage involves 
adoption of a type of language inspired by Homeric diction, but 
veined with Dorisms (only very rarely does one observe forms of 
local Siceliote and Magna Graecia dialects, although they are not 


entirely absent). The style harks back to the characteristics of 
epic narrative forms, accentuating the descriptive aspects and 
the interest in detail and fine points. The close relationship with 
epic versification also emerges clearly from an examination of 
the metrical characteristics of the compositions: the most widely 
attested metres are dactylo-anapaests and dactylo-epitrites, 
which show a predominance of the succession of one long 
syllable and two short syllables, giving a rhythmic effect that 
fairly closely recalls the Homeric dactylic hexameter. In the 
surviving fragments one very frequently finds the use of the 
triadic structure (based on the metrical responsion of strophe 
and antistrophe plus the epode, which, as we will see, had 
become consolidated by the time of the subsequent choral lyric 
poetry). In fact, the ancients regarded Stesichorus as the 
inventor of the triadic structure, but it seems to be attested as 
early as in the fragments of Alcman. 


3.7 Ibycus of Rhegium: symposial love poetry and narrative 
lyric poetry 


3.7.1 The case of Ibycus 


The poetry of Ibycus - similarly to that of Stesichorus - was long 
believed to be essentially choral. But as far as Ibycus is 
concerned, we are now certain that he composed various 
different lyric forms, both monodic and choral. The surviving 
fragments display, above all, themes and metres that are in line 
with melic poetry dealing with erotic subjects: thus his 
production was typically monodic and symposial, and in this 
sphere he achieved particular fame in antiquity. We know, 
however, that he also devoted attention to choral poetry, and in 
this regard he is credited with the composition of a dithyramb 
that sang of Menelaus who, no sooner had he set eyes on Helen 
again than he put all his hatred behind him. But from the 
longest fragment that has come down to us we are able to 
derive the information that he was also familiar with lyric forms 


of a narrative type, in the manner of Stesichorus. 
3.7.2 Biographical information 


Like Stesichorus, Ibycus also came from the western colonial 
environment, specifically Rhegium, in southern Italy. He was 
born around 580 B.C. (his akmé is placed roughly during the 
60th Olympiad, corresponding to 540/36), and he is likely to 
have been from an aristocratic family if credence can be given to 
the statement that his father played a role of primary 
importance as a law-maker in the city. According to the tradition, 
he left Rhegium precisely in order to avoid having to undertake 
to continue his father’s political work. Again like Stesichorus, 
Ibycus appears to have been a wandering minstrel, moving from 
one place to another in order to perform his songs, which were 
composed on commission and thus as paid work. He is known to 
have been in various cities of Sicily and, before the mid-sixth 
century, he moved to the Ionian island of Samos as the guest of 
Polycrates I, the lord of the island; his host was also the father of 
the more famous Polycrates who, a few decades later, himself 
also became a tyrant. Ibycus spent twenty years or so on the 
island, satisfying Polycrates’ demands and enlivening 
celebrations and banquets with his songs. Similarly to 
Stesichorus, he took a professional approach to his poetic 
activity, accepting to compose pieces on a commission basis and 
in exchange for payment. He differed from Stesichorus, 
however, in being linked to a sponsor - the lord of Samos - bya 
privileged relationship of patronage, and in this sense he 
prefigured some of the typical aspects of the court poet, which 
would become more explicit in Anacreon. The latter was slightly 
younger than Ibycus and was active precisely on Samos, at the 
court of Polycrates II. It is probable that Ibycus returned to 
Rhegium upon the death of Polycrates I, towards 540 B.C. 

In ancient times there was a legend surrounding the death 
of the poet. He is said to have been attacked by robbers along 
the road to Corinth, and before dying he appealed to some 


cranes that were flying over the scene at that moment, asking 
them to testify to the crime they had witnessed. The legend has 
it that his killers were unmasked when, during a theatre 
performance, upon the sudden appearance of a flock of cranes, 
one of the assassins began to mock the name of the poet, 
saying that “Ibycus’s cranes” had arrived. The anecdote is 
probably of aetiological nature, if it is to be interpreted in 
relation to the Greek term iBué (ibyx, connected to the poet's 
name), explained as “a bird species” by the late lexicographer 
Hesychius. 


3.7.3 The fragments 


The Alexandrian poets divided Ibycus’ poems into seven books, 
but we have no knowledge of the classification criterion they 
used for his work. Despite the poet’s fame in antiquity, no more 
than seventy or so fragments have come down to us, for some 
of which only scanty material is left. On the basis of the content, 
and - insofar as it is possible to tell - of the metre, we can 
perceive two distinct types of subject in the surviving 
production: symposial, with an erotic nature, and epic-lyric of a 
type similar to that of Stesichorus. 

The symposial fragments give us a glimpse of why Ibycus 
was So famous in antiquity as a poet who wrote on the subject 
of love. The particularly refined expressive and stylistic nature of 
his poetry is testified above all by a few fragments in which Eros 
appears, personified and represented as a tenacious and 
invincible divinity (fr. 286 Davies): 


In the spring flourish Cydonian quince-trees, watered from 
flowing rivers where stands the inviolate garden of the 
Maidens, and vine-blossoms growing under the shady 
vine-branches; but for me love rests at no season: like the 
Thracian north wind blazing with lightning rushing from 
the Cyprian with parching fits of madness, dark and 
shameless, it powerfully shakes my heart from the roots. 


Faced with the fury of Eros, the man who is in love seems to 
draw back in vain (fr. 287 D.): 


Again Love, looking at me meltingly from under his dark 
eyelids, hurls me with his manifold enchantments into the 
boundless nets of the Cyprian. How I fear his onset, as a 
prize-winning horse still bearing the yoke in his old age 
goes unwillingly with swift chariot to the race. 


According to the code governing the aristocratic symposium, 
love is typically homoerotic. We have lines delicately addressed 
to an adolescent by the name of Euryalus (fr. 288 D.): “Euryalus, 
offshoot of the blue-eyed Graces, darling of the lovely-haired 
(Seasons), the Cyprian and soft-lidded Persuasion nursed you 
among rose-blossoms.” 

The longest surviving fragment of Ibycus (fr. S 151 D., about 
fifty lines), restored by a papyrus, is known as the Ode to 
Polycrates. The characteristics of its form and content give it a 
certain similarity to the epic-narrative type of lyric poetry 
described above in connection with Stesichorus. The central 
theme of the poem is the Trojan War; its aim is encomiastic (in 
fact it is actually sometimes cited as the Encomium of Polycrates) 
because the surviving lines close with words of praise for 
Polycrates (though it is not clear whether the reference is to 
Polycrates I or to his young son, the future tyrant of Samos). The 
composition has a triadic structure, organised into strophe, 
antistrophe and epode, according to the usage that perhaps 
dates back to Stesichorus and which was to enjoy great 
popularity in later choral poetry. The opening line of the 
fragment recalls the destruction of Troy by the Achaeans: 
“destroyed the great, glorious, blessed city of Priam, son of 
Dardanus, setting off from Argos by the plans of great Zeus, 
enduring much-sung strife over the beauty of auburn Helen in 
tearful war; and ruin mounted long-suffering much-sung 
Pergamum thanks to the golden-haired Cyprian,” the goddess 
of love. There follows the poet’s assertion that he does not wish 
to go back over all the questions involving Paris, Cassandra and 


the other offspring of Priam, but this is a praeteritio, i.e. a 
rhetorical device that in actual fact allows the poet to bring up 
the question of the mythic tale: “the unmentionable day of the 
capture of high-gated Troy, nor shall I recount the proud valour 
of the heroes whom hollow, many-bolted ships brought to be an 
evil to Troy, fine heroes: they were commanded by lord 
Agamemnon.” The poet denies he has the skills called for in 
order to address such a noble subject-matter: “On these themes 
the skilled Muses of Helicon might embark in story, but no 
mortal man (untaught?) could tell each detail.” There follows 
what appears to have been a catalogue of the heroes who 
arrived in Troy after setting out from Greece, but only the 
opening lines have come down to us: “sons of the Achaeans; 
among them foremost with the spear went swift-footed Achilles 
and great valiant Telamonian Ajax.” The conclusion of the 
remaining lines, as mentioned above, returns to the poet’s 
Current situation and converges on the addressee of the 
composition, praising his beauty: “These have a share in beauty 
always: you too, Polycrates, will have undying fame as song and 
my fame can give it” (others read: “as undying will be my fame 
through my song”). 


3.7.4 Language and style 


The compositions on erotic subjects are in Doric dialect, but they 
reveal the influence of the poets from Lesbos, which makes itself 
felt, for instance, by the use of Aeolic forms. Ibycus’ epic-lyric 
compositions likewise make use of Doric dialect, as in the case of 
Stesichorus, and the style is characterised by rich adjectivisation. 
From the metrical point of view, one finds a predominance of 
lines based on dactylic rhythm; as mentioned above, the 
composition centring on the Trojan War has a triadic structure, 
in the manner of Stesichorus’ poems. 


3.8 Anacreon of Teos: a court poet in archaic Ionia 


3.8.1 The poet and the tyrant 


Two generations younger than Sappho and Alcaeus, Anacreon’s 
life was spent in the Ionian environment, where he cultivated 
forms of symposial monodic lyric poetry that had already been 
developed by the poets of Lesbos. He is the first true figure of a 
court poet, living in contact with tyrants such as Polycrates of 
Samos and the Pisistratids of Athens, where the artistry of his 
songs conferred prestige and lustre on their regimes. In 
addition to the predominant theme of love, Anacreon also 
developed political themes in his poetry, as can be inferred from 
the few surviving fragments. It would seem, however, that 
unlike Alcaeus he refrained from addressing questions of 
internal political conflict. This basic absence in his poetry can 
very likely be explained, to some extent at least, by the selective 
transmission of his works in ancient times, as it was his poetry 
dealing with erotic subjects that became most famous and was 
most greatly appreciated. But it is not inconceivable that this 
selective choice may also reflect a tendency by Anacreon to act 
deferentially towards his patrons who wielded absolute power, 
and it may possibly point to a genuine - or at least relative - 
absence of on-going political conflict, suppressed by the all- 
powerful tyrant. 

The figure of the court poet, at the service of highly 
prestigious clients such as sovereigns and tyrants, would gain 
great standing between the end of the Archaic Age and the 
beginning of the Classical Age. Prominent representatives of this 
typology - foreshadowed by the figure of Ibycus - include poets 
of great stature such as Simonides, Pindar and Bacchylides. The 
patronage of the tyrants reached its high point in the context of 
their programmatic policy of intense artistic development in the 
various sectors, from literary accomplishments to architectural 
achievements. Thus not only did they erect monumental 
constructions designed to express the magnificence of their 
power, but they also maintained a lavish and sumptuous courtly 
lifestyle, enhanced by the songs of famous poets. Such a way of 
life can be seen as a variation on ideological propaganda, with 


the aim both of acquiring prestige among other Greek 
communities but also of consolidating their power on the 
domestic front. 

In addition to these aspects another particularly important 
element must be taken into consideration, in order to explain 
why there was such continuity of relations, over time, between a 
poet like Anacreon and tyrants or lords of communities that 
were notably different and distant from one another. 
Anacreon’s career was marked by fairly long spells as part of the 
entourage of a given tyrant, but such periods would inevitably 
come to an end whenever the tyrant of the day fell into disgrace 
or died. At this point, the poet would find hospitality and 
engagements for performances at the court of a new tyrant or 
lord, in a different city. What in a sense guaranteed that the poet 
would indeed be hired at the court of a new patron was the 
close network of relations among the families that made up the 
aristocratic stock of the various poleis, who were linked by 
common interests and a spirit of social and ideological 
solidarity. The most symbolic expression of such relations 
during the Archaic Age consisted of alliances sealed by 
intermarriage. Naturally, however, this set of strong bounds had 
its drawbacks in the form of rivalries, animosity and clashes that 
periodically broke out within a city or between one city and 
another. On the other hand, the network of solidarity and 
conflict also functioned as a channel and a sounding board for 
the cultural projects undertaken by the tyrants and, additionally, 
for the fame of artists and poets who performed at their courts 
or who had been commissioned by their patrons to create works 
of art or poetic compositions. In a social context dominated by 
the aristocracy, such a situation is perfectly comprehensible. 


3.8.2 Life 


Anacreon’s data of birth is thought to have been around 570 
B.C.; his home town was Teos, an Ionian city on the Aegean 
coast of Asia Minor. As a result of the increasing pressure of the 


Persian army in the region, he left Teos in about 540 in order to 
take part in the founding of Abdera, in Thrace. He later moved to 
the island of Samos, at the court of Polycrates II, who, when he 
was young, had met the poet Ibycus, when the latter was a 
guest at the court of his father, Polycrates I. Anacreon remained 
on Samos, performing his activity as a poet, until the tragic 
death of the tyrant, in 522. He then moved to Athens, to the 
court of the tyrant Hipparchus, the son and successor of 
Pisistratus; his performances in Athens earned him the 
appreciation and respect of the city’s citizens. He stayed in 
Athens up to the death of Hipparchus in 514, or until Hippias, 
the last of the Pisistratids, was chased out of the city in 510. His 
subsequent stay in Thessaly, under the patronage of the high- 
ranking family of the Aleuadae, was only of short duration. He 
died around 485 B.C., perhaps after returning to his original 
hometown. An anecdotal tradition, according to which the poet 
died of suffocation due to a grape stuck in his throat, alludes 
maliciously to the life he led at the court of powerful lords, in the 
pomp and glory of sumptuous banquets. 


3.8.3 The themes of his poetry and the fragments 


We are unable to distinguish, within the roughly 200 surviving 
melic fragments, a line of poetic evolution corresponding to 
different creative phases by Anacreon. The task is made virtually 
impossible by the almost total loss of his compositions in iambs 
and elegiac distichs, of which barely a few scraps are left. 
Furthermore, his poetry tends to accentuate the conventional 
nature of his themes and modes of expression, so much so that 
he came to represent the standard for a highly codified and 
manneristic production, which endured up to the Byzantine Age. 
He achieved great popularity as a symposium poet, who sang of 
love and the pleasures of life. An important chapter of his 
reception is represented by the so-called Anacreontea, a 
collection of sixty or so compositions inspired by the metres and 
themes of his poetry, which for centuries were believed to be 


authentic. Papyrus finds of works by Anacreon have so far been 
rather limited, and what has come down to us of his production 
is due mainly to the indirect tradition. 

As mentioned, only scanty and labile traces of compositions 
on political topics are left and the fragments testify above all to 
symposial and erotic themes, frequently interlaced. Emblemetic 
is fr. 14 Gentili, a hymn to Dionysus that seeks to obtain the love 
of Cleobulus, on the model of the traditional hymns to 
Aphrodite. Here it is Dionysus who is invoked, in his capacity of 
the god of wine: a plea is addressed to him, begging the god to 
be of help in seducing the youth: 


Lord, with whom Love the subduer and the blue-eyed 
Nymphs and radiant Aphrodite play, as you haunt the lofty 
mountain peaks, I beseech you: come to me with kindly 
heart, hear my prayer and find it acceptable: give 
Cleobulus good counsel, Dionysus, that he accept my love. 


The name of Cleobulus is repeated in the insistent manner of an 
anaphora in fr. 5 G.: “I love Cleobulus, Iam mad about 
Cleobulus, I gaze at Cleobulus.” In another fragment (15 G.) we 
find an expression of the lover’s anxiousness when faced with 
the unresponsive beauty of the young man he loves: “Boy with 
the girlish glance, I seek you, but you do not notice, not knowing 
that you hold the reins of my soul.” The close connection 
between the motif of love and that of wine appears in another 
short fragment (38 G.) where the garish tones give a vivid 
picture of a symposiastic scene: “Bring water, boy, bring wine, 
bring me garlands of flowers: fetch them, so that I may box 
against Love.” The personification of Eros, which is quite 
frequent in Anacreon’s poetry, is functional to the 
representation of the “physical” conflict that racks the young 
man in love as he struggles with the god who unleashes passion 
within him. Here the victim of Eros turns to wine in search of the 
energy to battle against the god’s onslaughts, but in another 
fragment (25 G.) he admits he was well and truly beaten by the 
god: “Once again Love has struck me like a smith with a great 


hammer and dipped me in the wintry torrent.” The theme of 
moderation in drinking is the subject of fr. 33 G.: “Come, boy, 
bring me a bowl, so that I may drink without stopping for 
breath; pour in ten ladles of water and five of wine, that I may 
once again play the Bacchant with decorum.” Particularly 
significant for Anacreon’s ideology is fr. 56 G.: “I do not like the 
man who while drinking his wine beside the full mixing-bowl 
talks of strife and tearful war: I like him who by mingling the 
splendid gifts of the Muses and Aphrodite remembers the 
loveliness of the feast.” 

In addition to the numerous compositions that express 
situations of homoerotic passion in line with the lyric tradition 
destined to the symposium, one also finds passages where the 
sentiment of love is addressed to girls of great beauty. Fr. 13 G. 
evokes a scene of amorous overtures, in which Eros, personified, 
once again puts in an appearance: 


Once again golden-haired Love strikes me with his purple 
ball and summons me to play with the girl in the fancy 
sandals; but she - she comes from Lesbos with its fine 
cities - finds fault with my hair because it is white, and 
gapes after another - girl. 


It seems likely that the mention of Lesbos should be interpreted 
as an interesting tribute to the tradition of (female) erotic poetry 
of the island. We owe to an ancient grammarian the 
preservation of another composition dedicated to a rather 
reticent and unforthcoming girl, likened to a wild filly (in 
accordance with the comparison between women and animals - 
which we encountered in Semonides and in Phocylides) that the 
poet would like to tame, with a clear allusion to the erotic sphere 
(fr. 78 G.): 


Thracian filly, why do you look at me from the corner of 
your eye and flee stubbornly from me, supposing that I 
have no skill? Let me tell you, I could neatly put the bridle 
on you and with the reins in my hand wheel you round the 


turnpost of the racecourse; instead, you graze in the 
meadows and frisk and frolic lightly, since you have no 
skilled horseman to ride you. 


A delicate representation of the female figure can be read in fr. 
60 G.: “But you have a timid heart as well, you lovely-faced girl, 
and (your mother) thinks that she tends you (at home), keeping 
a firm hold on you; (but you escaped to?) the fields of hyacinth, 
where Cyprian Aphrodite tied her (lovely?) horses freed from the 
yoke.” It is impossible to determine who is the intended 
recipient of the expression of uncertain and nervous wavering in 
the brief fr. 46 G.: “Once again I love and I do not love, Iam mad 
and I am not mad.” 

The themes of old age and death, time-honoured themes 
extensively dealt with in the tradition (suffice it to recall, in 
particular, the verses of Mimnermus), are expressed in 
Anacreon’s poetry through motifs that had now become 
conventional in the symposial context; therefore they should not 
necessarily be interpreted in an autobiographical sense. The 
poet draws attention to the realisation that advanced age 
precludes appreciation of the joys and pleasures that man 
derives from love and from wine (fr. 36 G.): 


My temples are already grey and my head is white; 
graceful youth is no more with me, my teeth are old, and 
no long span of sweet life remains now. And so I often 
weep in fear of Tartarus: for the recess of Hades is grim, 
and the road down to it grievous; and it is certain that he 
who goes down does not come up again. 


The awareness that old age precludes enjoyment of the 
pleasures of love also becomes apparent in the melancholy 
admonishment preserved in fr. 74 G.: “Hear an old man’s 
prayer, you maiden of the lovely hair and golden robe”; and by 
the disenchanted observation in fr. 84 G.: “(Love, glancing at) 
my greying beard fly past me on wings of shining gold.” 

As was the case in Alcaeus and Sappho, here too we find 


some striking portrayals of scenes from nature, such as the fine 
example of fr. 7 G. on the rigours of the winter season: “See, the 
month of Poseidon has come, the clouds (are heavy with?) 
water, and the wild storms (crash?).” In contrast, one feature 
that is peculiar to Anacreon’s poetry is the amused and ironic 
representation of human types, captured in attitudes and 
situations that offer a depiction (certainly with a literary slant, 
but nevertheless interesting and variegated) of the society of his 
day. Among the characters described, there stands out the 
bizarre figure of tovnpdc Aptéuwy, “the hapless Artemon” (fr. 
82 G.): no later than yesterday he was a shiftless wretch dressed 
in rags, of shady habits and deceitful behaviour, as shown by the 
numerous punishments to which he was sentenced (the stocks, 
the wheel, the whip), yet he nowadays “rides in a carriage 
wearing gold earrings, and he carries an ivory parasol exactly 
like the ladies.” The fragment does not say what sudden stroke 
of luck brought about such a radical change in Artemon’s 
condition, but this silence (perhaps intentional on the part of the 
poet, or else maybe due to a lacuna in the text) somehow 
increases the malicious irony of the portrait. 

Anacreon’s poetry gathers together in a vivid and lively 
manner a series of themes that are as clearly conventional as 
they are attractive: wine, love, homosexual and heterosexual 
love, the joys of life, old age, human figures and nature build up 
a background against which the symposium and the aristocratic 
groups taking part in it stand out visibly as recognisable groups. 
However, once again, our conception of the situation should be 
based on the awareness of a relation of coexistence and 
indissoluble association between poetic-literary convention and 
the expression of genuine personal ideas and attitudes, both on 
the part of the individual and also of the group for whom the 
latter acts as a mouthpiece. On the other hand, while one 
should not fall into the trap of attributing an autobiographical 
value tout court to the poet's assertions, neither should one be 
misled into thinking of his work as simply an amusing diversion 
lacking any purpose and connection with reality. This reality is 
that of the aristocratic group who have gathered together in the 


symposium and who expect and accept a characteristic set of 
themes. It is these themes which, although differing according 
to the occasion of the day, reinforce their feeling of belonging 
and strengthen a shared political-social identification that is part 
and parcel of the enjoyment of a social gathering. 


3.8.4 Language and style 


Anacreon writes in Ionian dialect, although here and there the 
occasional Aeolic form is found (possibly, according to some 
scholars, this could be attributed to later interventions during 
the transmission of the text). From the stylistic point of view, 
Anacreon’s poetry seeks to communicate gracefulness and a 
pleasant atmosphere, in lines that flow with a rapid rhythm and 
a generally simple mode of expression. At the same time, 
however, the variety of rhetorical means marshalled to convey 
the desired effect, from anaphora to personification and also 
irony, should by no means be overlooked: many fragments 
reveal the author’s mimetic penchant, which prompted him to 
give a slightly parodic rendering of characters and situations 
taken from real life. 

The surviving fragments show that Anacreon made use of a 
wide variety of lyric metres, awarding priority to some forms 
that probably derived from popular tradition, such as the 
glyconic and the pherecratean (see above, The Archaic Age III 
3.1.1) or the Ionian dimeter, which consisted in the succession of 
two Ionic metra (an Ionic metron a minore ~ ~- - and an Ionic 
metron a maiore - -~ ~), organised into short strophes. 
Particularly frequent is the use of the anaclastic dimeter or 
anaclomenus (- ~- ~- -- - : two Ionic metra a minore with 
inversion of the two central elements), which has hence been 
named the anacreontic, although it was used by Sappho as well. 


3.9 Choral lyric poetry in the late Archaic Age 


3.9.1 The transition from the Archaic to the Classical Age 


Between the end of the sixth and the middle of the fifth century, 
the tradition of archaic and late archaic lyric poetry experienced 
its last great season. The beginning of the Classical Age saw the 
growing presence both of the rich and variegated production of 
drama and theatrical productions as well as of prose works. 
Meanwhile, lyric poetry remained anchored to forms and 
occasions that were becoming increasingly obsolete and were 
gradually giving way to the rising popularity of musical 
compositions and performances (i.e. to forms of entertainment 
enlivened by spectacle) at the expense of words and the poetic 
text. This evolution characterised in particular the dithyramb, a 
genre that was utilised and performed in Athenian dramatic 
competitions. 

However, it was not long before the precious heritage of 
themes, modes of expression and metres of lyric poetry was 
revived within the context of drama, essentially in the choral 
parts of dramatic productions, defined precisely for this reason 
as “lyric parts.” Thus in the second half of the fifth century, the 
features that formed the essential basis of lyric poetry continued 
to play a significant role above all by virtue of their presence in 
the theatre rather than as an independent mode of production. 
There is clearly a close connection, on the level of the literary 
code and the manner of execution, between the tradition of 
archaic and late archaic choral lyric poetry and the choral parts 
of the dramas: one of the most evident aspects is the 
conservation of Doric dialect, typical of choral lyric poetry, in the 
lyric parts of the Athenian tragedies and comedies. 


3.9.2 Forms and content 


In this transitional era between the cultural system of the late 
Archaic Age and the new forms and modes of thought that 
characterised the Classical Age, poets still continued to cultivate 
the different types of lyric compositions, rooted as these forms 
were in the habits and customs of public and private life. As 
compared to monodic lyric poetry, which tended to crystallise 


traditional forms and motifs on the basis above all of Anacreon, 
choral lyric poetry experienced a period of great poetic 
Originality, reaching its high point with personalities such as 
Pindar and Bacchylides. These were poets who composed in 
numerous lyric forms, not merely of a choral nature but also 
monodic. Only a limited, yet non-negligible, part of this rich and 
varied production has survived, represented above all by epinicia 
(by Pindar and Bacchylides) and dithyrambs (by Bacchylides), in 
addition, naturally, to numerous fragments. 

The occasions calling for the execution of poetry were not 
fundamentally different from those observed in connection with 
archaic lyric poetry (cf. The Archaic Age III 3.1.1). While monodic 
poetry was destined to be performed in the relatively restricted 
and reserved context of the symposium, choral poetry was 
associated mainly with public ceremonial occasions involving 
sacred rites or sports competitions. The epinicia and dithyrambs 
of Pindar and Bacchylides that have come down to us allow a 
better understanding of the circumstances in which these two 
genres were performed. The lavish celebrations held for the 
winners of the panhellenic athletic games (among which a 
prominent role was played by the competitions that took place 
in Olympia, Corinth, Delphi and Nemea) formed the habitual 
framework of the epinicion (although, as we will see, it cannot be 
ruled out that the compositions were destined to be performed 
on multiple occasions). Additionally, the poetry competitions 
that formed part of religious festivals celebrated in cities, first 
and foremost the Dionysia celebrated in Athens (which also 
formed the setting for the drama competitions), constituted the 
typical venue for performance of the dithyrambs. 

One of the characteristics of such compositions is their great 
variety of metres. As we have already seen, this was a typical 
feature of melic poetry, but now the authors took the practice to 
extremes by enormously diversifying the rhythmic structure of 
their compositions. The variety of the metres was undoubtedly 
matched by rich modulation of the musical accompaniment and 
the choreographic apparatus that was displayed in the moment 
of the solemn performances, but such aspects are, naturally, 


irremediably lost to us. 

The metrical structure of the odes is predominantly triadic, 
that is to say, composed of a succession of strophes and 
antistrophes, with identical configuration, and the epode. 
However, one also finds compositions that adopt the 
monostrophic system, i.e. with multiple repetition of the same 
strophic structure. 

The tradition continued to maintain the Doric dialect, which 
had been in use for choral lyric poetry ever since the most 
ancient manifestations, as was noted earlier. Simonides, Pindar 
and Bacchylides share the feature of Doric dialect intermingled 
with elements of epic language, suitably adapted. 


3.9.3 Simonides, Pindar and Bacchylides: poetry as a profession 


Pindar and Bacchylides both reached the age of their human 
and poetic maturity during the years following the Persian Wars 
(490-479 B.C.): their work, however, clearly shows the enduring 
presence of the earlier tradition of lyric poetry, which continued 
to make itself felt through the cultural forms and models 
inherited from the Archaic Age. In effect, this was a choice due 
not only to specifically literary considerations, but also to 
reasons of an ideological nature, dictated by the social 
background of these poets and their lucrative relations with 
noble and influential families whose patronage they enjoyed, 
and with aristocratic families who maintained their traditional 
values. 

Following in the footsteps of Simonides of Ceos, the uncle of 
Bacchylides, both the poets took on the role of professional 
performers. Emblematic of this conception of poetic activity is 
the fact that the composition of an epicinion was regarded as a 
professional service carried out for a pecuniary compensation. 
The choral performance celebrated the winners of the 
panhellenic sporting events: since the victorious athletes’ social 
standing was usually fairly elevated, the poets were 
commissioned to compose lines of praise and acclaim, for which 


they were rewarded with substantial sums. The prestigiousness 
of their clientele and the extensive success Pindar and 
Bacchylides attained brought them great fame even during their 
own lifetime, to the point that their contemporaries even vied 
with one another in seeking to hire the poets’ services. 

This explains why the exegetic and biographical tradition 
often speaks of rivalry between the two poets, with the most 
vivid expression of this antagonism making itself felt in the 
poetry competition organised to celebrate and honour Hieron, 
the tyrant of Syracuse from 478 to 466 B.C. In effect, the sources 
relate that several times, on the occasion of a victory, the tyrant 
commissioned both of the poets to compose celebratory odes, 
but the reconstruction of episodes, occasions and motives 
underlying specific episodes of rivalry and polemics between the 
two poets remains linked to interpretation of passages of their 
works, a task that was already attempted even in ancient 
exegetic sources. Thus the putative rivalry could rest on 
precarious foundations and may respond to merely 
conventional patterns, deriving from the needs of ancient 
biography that made use of deduction of a flagrantly 
autoschediastic nature, i.e. derived not from external data or 
independent documentation but rather from the works 
themselves. 

The poets’ frequent contacts with private clients and the 
close relationship of the compositions to precise sporting 
occasions (the outcome of various competitions is documented 
in a number of sources) help to reconstruct at least partially the 
chronology of the works and lives of these authors. The 
medieval manuscript tradition has preserved only the Pindaric 
Epinicia. For the remainder of their work, we have extensive 
fragmentary documentation, by virtue of the indirect tradition 
and through the good luck of chance papyrus finds, which in 
particular were crucial in allowing recovery of most of the lines 
of Bacchylides of which we actually have knowledge. 


3.10 Simonides of Ceos 


3.10.1 A poet who enjoyed great success 


The figure of Simonides was rather well known and celebrated 
in antiquity, above all because he was a wandering minstrel who 
took pleasure in satisfying the requests of clients, in exchange 
for substantial payment; typically, his patrons were rich and 
powerful men who were in a position to offer a handsome fee 
for the production of a poetic composition. Unfortunately, of his 
rich production only a tiny fraction has come down to us, and 
almost exclusively through the indirect tradition: most of what 
we have consists of isolated gnomic sentences, taken from the 
poems. 

Among his merits, the ancients mentioned the invention of 
the epinicion and of memory techniques. The practice of 
composing poems in exchange for financial compensation is 
also held to be an innovation he introduced. It is difficult to say 
whether these traditions are based on any historical foundation: 
they are typical manifestations of the characteristically Greek 
tendency always to search for the first inventor of a given thing 
(the tpWtoc evpetis), identifying it either as a divinity or a 
prominent figure who bore a particular historical connection to 
the object in question. 

Simonides’ biography is indicative of his role as a highly 
admired poet. Born in 556 B.C. on the island of Ceos, south of 
Attica, he took up residence in Athens at the court of the tyrant 
Hipparchus; upon the death of the latter (514) or the fall of the 
tyranny (510), he moved to Thessaly, residing at the court of the 
noble family of the Scopadae. Numerous ancient sources 
transmit an episode that has a legendary aura, which apparently 
occurred during his stay in the region. The story is linked to the 
tradition that regarded him as the inventor of the epinicion and 
of memory techniques as well as to his image as a poet with a 
highly independent personality. A vainglorious client (some 
claim this was none other than Scopas himself) felt offended by 
the fact that Simonides, in an epinicion, devoted greater space 
and attention to the Dioscuri than to the client’s own athletic 
victory: therefore the client paid the poet only half of the 


amount agreed as the fee, telling him to demand the other half 
from the Dioscuri. During the banquet organised to celebrate 
the victory, Simonides was called by two mysterious horsemen 
(who were the Dioscuri themselves) and was summoned to go 
outside: at that very moment the roof of the banqueting hall 
collapsed, killing all those assembled at the dining tables. Only 
Simonides’ prodigious memory made it possible to reconstruct 
the identity of the disfigured corpses, on the basis of the 
position each guest was occupying at the table. 

At the time of the Persian Wars (490-479) he stayed for 
another period of time in Athens, after which he left Greece 
bound for Sicily, where he took up residence in Syracuse, at the 
court of the tyrant Hieron. During this period he also intervened 
as an intermediary in the tortured relations between Hieron and 
Theron of Acragas. He died in Sicily in about 468 B.C. 


3.10.2 Simonides’ choral and elegiac production 


The ancient tradition which held that Simonides was the 
inventor of the epinicion contains at least one element of truth. 
For it is indeed quite likely that his name does bear some 
connection with the first literary forms of this type of choral 
composition, which was designed to celebrate the victory of an 
athlete in the sports events that took place in concomitance with 
religious festivals. Unfortunately, very little has survived of 
Simonides’ production of epinicia. However, the fragments allow 
a glimpse of some aspects of the content and style that recall 
the preliterary and popular forms of songs performed in honour 
of victorious athletes, which often featured jokes and humorous 
touches with deliberate aggrandisement of the gymnastic 
accomplishments. 

Simonides achieved particular fame with his dirges, the 
funeral songs or thrénoi, excelling in the task of stirring strong 
emotions. His recurrent motifs included the fickleness of destiny 
and the transience of human existence (frr. 15 and 16 Page): 
“Men's strength is slight, their plans impossible; within their 


brief lifetime toil upon toil; and death hangs inescapable over all 
alike: of death an equal portion is allotted to good men and to 
bad”; “You are man: then never say what will happen tomorrow, 
nor, when you see a prosperous man, how long he will prosper; 
for not even the movement of a long-winged fly is so swift.” We 
also have nine surviving lines of the thrénos (also interpreted as 
a funeral encomium) for Leonidas and the Spartans who had 
fallen in battle at Thermopylae, during the Second Persian War. 
In this case, the occasion that called for the poetic performance 
must have been particularly important and solemn, because it 
called upon the entire community of the city of Sparta to 
celebrate the memory of the wartime heroes, and it had a 
panhellenic significance inasmuch as it celebrated the salvation 
of the whole of Greece (fr. 26 P.): 


Of those who died at Thermopylae glorious is the fortune, 
fair the fate, their tomb is an altar, for lamentation they 
have remembrance, for pity praise. Such a funeral-gift 
neither mould nor all-conquering time shall destroy. This 
precinct of noble men chose the glory of Greece as its 
inhabitant; witness to this is Leonidas himself, king of 
Sparta, who left behind a great adornment of valour and 
imperishable glory. 


Other compositions, which were famous in antiquity but 
unfortunately are now lost, were devoted to the 
commemoration of famous wartime panhellenic events, such as 
the battles of Marathon, Cape Artemisium and Salamis, all of 
which played a crucial role in the defence of Greece against the 
twofold Persian attempt to invade the country. The tradition 
relates that in a poetry competition Simonides was awarded the 
victory for his poem in celebration of the success at Marathon, 
thereby defeating the tragedian Aeschylus, while the poems 
celebrating the battles of Artemisium and Salamis were 
commissioned by Themistocles, the Athenian politician who was 
the protagonist of the Greek victory over Persia. Substantial 
fragments (about sixty lines) have come down to us that formed 


part of an elegy for the battle of Plataea (frr. 10-17 West), thanks 
to a papyrus published in 1992. The composition does not 
appear to belong to those whose titles were already known: the 
subject concerns the Second Persian War, but it does not deal 
with the Greeks’ naval victory at Salamis, focusing instead on 
the land battle of Plataea of 479, which awarded Greeks the 
definitive victory. In the extensive proem, part of which has been 
preserved, there is a reference to the destiny of Achilles and the 
glorious conquest of Troy; this is then followed by the assertion 
that the glory of the heroes endures forever thanks to the 
poetry that perpetuates their memory. This concept, which was 
already mentioned earlier, was to become one of the central 
themes in the subsequent great choral lyric poetry. 


3.10.3 The encomia 


Another important aspect of Simonidean poetry is that of the 
symposial scolia (cf. The Archaic Age III 1.2.3), among which 
encomia play a prominent role. They constituted the occasion 
for glorifying the prestigious patron within the aristocratic 
symposium, but also for expressing reflections of an ethical 
nature. From this perspective, Simonides often seems to diverge 
from the traditional aristocratic ethic that was founded on the 
archaic values of heroism in war, divine ascendancy and 
economic and social success. Instead, he moves towards a more 
modern outlook, with reflections on the role and responsibility 
of those in power within the society of common men. 

A significant, albeit lacunose, example of this approach has 
been preserved in the form of part of the encomium for Scopas, 
a Thessalian tyrant who was the son of Creon (fr. 37 P., see 
above). Extensive sections of four strophes are preserved by 
Plato (Protagoras 339a ff.), who imagines the philosophers 
Protagoras and Socrates intent on examining the composition: 
their aim is to determine, with the poet, whether it is genuinely 
possible for man to be aya86c (agathos), that is to say, endowed 
with great physical, moral and intellectual virtues. Through a 


series of assertions of a gnomic nature, Simonides expresses a 
pragmatic conception that excludes unconditional trust in 
absolute virtue (which was the inalienable aim of traditional 
heroic ethics in an aristocratic context): rather, he opts for a 
more realistic consideration based on human potential and 
limits: “It is difficult for a man to be truly good, foursquare in 
hands, in feet and in mind, fashioned without flaw.” Pittacus, the 
sage, was mistaken in asserting that it is difficult to be a man of 
value: only a god can definitively possess this virtue. “A man 
cannot avoid being bad (kakoc, kakos), when he is in the grip of 
irresistible misfortune. When his luck is good, any man is good; 
when it is bad he is bad.” Therefore it is pointless to spend time 
searching for a TavduWwyov GvOpwttov, a “completely blameless 
man”: it is more reasonable to appreciate and praise 


any man who of his own will does nothing shameful: 
against necessity not even the gods fight (...) (Iam 
satisfied with the man who is not bad) nor too shiftless, 
one who understands the justice that helps his city, a 
sound man. I shall not find fault with him; for the 
generation of fools is numberless. All things are fair in 
which the base is not mingled. 


As compared to the aristocratic conception, with which his client 
most certainly had strong bonds, Simonides appears strongly 
innovative and endowed with markedly independent thought 
when he offers a realistic consideration of the mediocrity of 
human society. This leads him to express a positive assessment 
of good qualities, even when they co-exist with inevitable limits 
and defects. His reflections in this regard and the position he 
takes vis-a-vis the tradition and the past are also expressed by 
construing the polemic in terms of a comparison and contrast of 
ideas on the human level, which takes place through the 
mention of a famous character. In this case the individual in 
question is Pittacus, just as in other fragments one finds the 
poets Homer and Stesichorus. 


3.10.4 The Lament of Danae 


We have no information concerning the genre of the long 
fragment known as the “Lament of Danae” (fr. 38 P.). Cited by 
the rhetor Dionysius of Halicarnassus as an example of poetry 
that has a close affinity with prose, it represents the young 
maiden expressing her anguish as she finds herself inside a 
crate with her small baby son Perseus, at the mercy of the 
waves. According to the mythic tale, the king of Argos, Acrisius, 
was told by an oracle that if his daughter Danae had a child, the 
child would kill him; therefore he had the young maiden closed 
up in a tower. But Zeus, who was in love with Danae, managed 
to reach her in the form of a rain of gold and to lie with her. 
When little Perseus was born, Acrisius ordered Danae to be 
abandoned at sea with the child closed up inside a crate. The 
tradition has it that at the behest of Zeus the two reached the 
island of Seriphos safe and sound; a secondary tradition reports 
that they landed unharmed on the coast of Latium, where they 
were rescued by Pilumnus, whom Danae took as her spouse and 
founded the city of Ardea. 

The Simonidean text blends the scenographic element with 
the pathos of the lyric lamentation. Thus on the one hand we 
are presented with the dramatic scene of the crate marooned at 
the mercy of the waves, which fills the mother with horror: 
“When in the intricately-carved chest the blast of wind and the 
troubled water prostrated her in fear, with streaming cheeks she 
put her loving arm about Perseus”; on the other, as described in 
Danae’s words, we contemplate the serene calmness of the 
sleeping child, with its mother keeping watch over its 
unsuspecting sleep: “My child, what suffering is mine! But you 
sleep, and with babyish heart slumber in the dismal boat with its 
brazen bolts, sent forth in the unlit night and dark blue murk. 
You pay no attention to the deep spray above your hair as the 
wave passes by nor to the sound of the wind, lying in your 
purple blanket, a lovely face. If this danger were danger to you, 
you would turn your tiny ear to my words.” Fear and 
peacefulness, sleep and fretful wakefulness are the pairs of 


opposites that give rise to the mother’s touching tears. In the 
final part of the fragment, Danae’s weeping turns into a lullaby 
suffused with motherly tenderness, in which Danae prays that 
the child’s sleep may in its peaceful aura soothe the agitated 
natural elements and that the clash between peacefulness and 
agitation may quieten and be allayed: “Sleep, my baby, I tell you; 
and let the sea sleep, and let our vast trouble sleep. Let some 
change of heart appear from you, father Zeus. If anything in my 
prayer is audacious or unjust, pardon me.” 


3.10.5 Language and style 


The poetry of Simonides, like that of many other lyric poets, 
shows the language of epic coexisting with Doric forms. Little 
can be said with regard to the metre, on account of the state of 
the texts preserved by the tradition; however, it would appear 
that a certain variety of metres was present, as well as the use of 
sequences of dactyloepitrites (cf. The Archaic Age III 3.1.1). Given 
the scantiness of the surviving texts, not even a full evaluation of 
the stylistic characteristics can be performed: what can be 
noted, in addition to the epic aspects, is that ancient judgements 
underlined the precision and elegance of his language 
(Dionysius of Halicarnassus) and its clarity (the author of the 
treatise On the Sublime). 


3.11 Pindar of Cynoscephalae 
3.11.1 A great poet of the final season of archaic lyric poetry 


Pindar is one of the greatest poets of Greek literature. He 
achieved his full maturity towards the beginning of the fifth 
century, during the period of the Persian Wars and of the rising 
political-economic power of Sparta and Athens. However, he 
maintained his allegiance to aristocratic and conservative social 
entourages, upholding their archaic ideals and cultivating their 
inclination towards the traditional forms of choral lyric poetry. It 


is symptomatic that a substantial portion of Pindaric production 
was linked to celebration of the victorious performances of 
noble and wealthy patrons in the panhellenic sporting 
competitions: the games had since their very origin been one of 
the privileged moments for encounters, self-advancement, 
ideological propaganda and ostentation of the power and 
wealth of all the Greek aristocratic families, gené. 

Despite living during the turbulent years of the Persian 
Wars, Pindar makes no mention of these epoch-making 
upheavals. This could be a sign that he adopted a neutral 
position, if not even philo-Persian, which was characteristic of 
the aristocratic class and is also testified by a fragment of a 
hyporchéma (fr. 109 Snell-Maehler), in which the poet exhorts 
the Thebans to adopt a neutral position. Yet the tradition 
reports that his Theban co-citizens punished Pindar by imposing 
a fine of a thousand drachmas when he composed a dithyramb 
applauding the role of the Athenians in the victory of 
Artemisium and in defending the freedom of Greece (fr. 77 Sn.- 
M.: “where the sons of the Athenians laid the bright / 
foundation of freedom”). 

That Pindar’s celebratory poetry expressed an endorsement 
of the archaic and aristocratic world can be perceived, indirectly, 
partly also in the circumstance that his verses are silent on the 
political affairs of his day, despite the major significance of the 
events of the time. In short, while historiographic investigation 
into the reality and elaboration of the mythic stories in the realm 
of drama was making incomparable progress in analysis and 
interpretation of the present, Pindar’s poetry - without 
prejudice to its greatness and the excellence of its achievements 
- remained bound to conceptions and values no longer shared 
by the broader public of the democratic polis. This accounts for 
the general practice of including Pindar in descriptions of the 
Archaic Age, a tradition which we have respected here; however, 
it should be borne in mind that chronology sets him in the 
framework of the first half of the fifth century, despite the 
differences that set him apart from the “modern” literary trends 
of his time. His voice reverberates in the manner of the 


aristocratic class that sought to resist the evolution of thought 
and customs taking place within the polis and thereby to 
perpetuate its own scale of values. 


3.11.2 Life 


A considerable number of ancient testimonies to the life of 
Pindar have come down to us, many of which are of an 
anecdotal nature and assuredly the fruit of fantasy. The 
medieval manuscripts have delivered four Lives to us, while a 
fifth biography, more succinct, has been restored by a second- 
century-A.D. papyrus; in addition, some information can be 
gleaned from the Suda lexicon. Precious information can also be 
inferred from the poet's production, in particular with regard to 
the occasions that called for the composition of an epinicion and 
his relations with wealthy patrons’ families. 

Pindar was born at Cynoscephalae, in Boeotia, not far from 
the city of Thebes. The ancients dated his akmé to around the 
time of the Second Persian War (480-479 B.C.): inasmuch as the 
poet himself informs us that he was born during the period of 
celebration of the Pythian Games (which took place every four 
years, like the other better known panhellenic games), his birth 
should probably be dated to 522 or 518 B.C. It is not 
inconceivable that he may have been from an aristocratic 
background; however, considerable doubt and controversy 
surrounds the reference, in Pythian V, suggesting that his 
lineage descended from the genos of the Aegeidae, who had 
moved from Sparta to Thera. Be that as it may, the whole of 
Pindar’s existence is characterised by close relations with the 
aristocracy of the Greek poleis, from Thebes to Aegina, to 
Athens, to Sicily: his professional poetic activity constantly 
brought him into contact with noble and wealthy clients 
belonging to aristocratic families. 

On the question of the location of his training there is little 
agreement among the biographical sources, but it is quite 
probable that Pindar received his poetic and musical initiation in 


Athens. There his most likely teachers would have been the 
musician Agathocles, who formed part of the Pythagorean 
school, and the dithy-rambograph Lasus of Hermione. On the 
other hand, a different tradition sees his poetic apprenticeship 
as having taken place in his native area, in Boeotia (where, 
starting from Hesiod, there did exist a non-negligible literary 
tradition) and believes he was a pupil of the poet Corinna (see 
the relevant chapter below). 

A few chronological observations on Pindar’s professional 
life can be gleaned from his compositions. Based on the concise 
notes which precede the individual epinicia in the manuscript 
tradition (for instance on Pythian I: “For Hieron Aetneus [winner] 
with the chariot”; or, on Olympian VII: “For Diagoras of Rhodes, 
boxer”) we know the occasion and the approximate date of 
some of the odes, and this enables us to establish, in part at 
least, a general overview of the poet’s activity. Thus we have 498 
B.C. as the date of Pythian X, which the poet had been 
commissioned to write by Thorax of Thessaly, who was a 
member of the prestigious dynasty of the Aleuadae (at whose 
residence Simonides had dwelt for a while). A lengthy fragment 
of a paean, dedicated to Delphic Apollo, was destined to be 
performed in the year 490 on the occasion of the processions of 
the Theoxenia (religious festivals during which a banquet was 
offered up to the gods). And there must also have been choral 
songs (hymns, paeans, hyporchémata, dithyrambs) composed 
for public religious events of his city. 

However, a substantial and significant part of Pindar’s 
production consisted of epinicia, which the poet was 
commissioned to write by private fee-paying clients who were 
usually powerful and rich figures. Among such patrons a major 
role was played by the Sicilian tyrants Hieron of Syracuse (478- 
466 B.C.) and Theron of Acragas, at whose courts the poet 
resided from 476 to 474 B.C., entering into professional rivalry 
with Simonides and Bacchylides. It was in 476 that Pindar 
composed some of his most beautiful and famous songs, 
Olympian I, composed to celebrate Hieron’s success in the horse 
race, and Olympian II and III, dedicated to Theron’s victory with 


the quadriga. 

By the time he returned to Thebes, Pindar had acquired 
fame and wealth, which assured him a prominent position in 
society and numerous prestigious assignments in the decade 
470-460. For instance, we know that he was commissioned to 
compose well-paid epinicia, such as the poem for the unbeatable 
boxer Diagoras of Rhodes in 464 (Olympian VII) and the piece for 
Arcesilaus of Cyrene in 462 (Pythian IV and V). But he also 
maintained his contacts with Sicily even after his return to 
Greece, composing, for example, an epinicion for Hieron’s 
victory in the chariot race at the 470 Pythian Games. We have no 
information as to the duration of this professional assignment 
at the service of Hieron, who died in 466. The Olympic victory 
won by the tyrant in 468 was celebrated with an epinicion 
composed by Bacchylides, which has come down to us, though it 
does not appear to have also been sung by Pindar. 

One of the last odes for which we know the date, Pythian 
VIII, dates from 446 B.C. We have no precise knowledge of how 
long a period elapsed between this composition and the poet's 
death. According to the tradition, Pindar concluded his career 
and his life at Argos at an advanced age, in 438 B.C., assisted by 
the beloved boy Theoxenus of Tenedos, to whom he had 
dedicated an encomium (fr. 123 Sn.-M.). 


3.11.3 The tradition of the works 


It was the great Alexandrian philologist Aristophanes of 
Byzantium who, in the second half of the third century B.C., was 
the first to prepare an edition of the complete works of Pindar, 
subdividing them into 17 books, one or more for each lyric 
genre: Hymns, Paeans, Dithyrambs, Prosodia, Partheneia, 
Hyporchémata, Encomia, Thrénoi, Epinicia. The latter were divided 
into 4 books, on the basis of the location of the games that were 
being celebrated (Olympian, Pythian, Nemean, Isthmian). These 
are the only compositions that have come down to us in their 
entire form, as a result of a scholastic selection carried out in the 


second century A.D. during the age of the Antonine emperors. 
Of Pindar’s other works (above all religious songs, thrénoi and 
symposial scolia) only fragments remain, transmitted by later 
authors via the indirect tradition or restored from papyri. 

Another ancient distinction, testified in one of the 
biographies, grouped Pindaric production on the basis of the 
type of celebration: songs in honour of the gods; songs in 
honour of gods and man; songs in honour of man only (such as 
the Epinicia). 


3.11.4 The work and poetics of Pindar 


As outlined earlier, among the vast body of Pindar’s poetic 
production only the epinicia have survived in their entirety, 
subdivided into 4 books according to the classification set up by 
the Alexandrians. In the medieval manuscripts (and in the 
modern editions) we have: 14 Olympians, 12 Pythians, 11 
Nemeans and 9 Isthmians, for a total of 46 compositions (or 45, if 
the Isthmian III and IV actually constituted a single ode). 
However, we have definite evidence, based on reliable 
testimonies, that the Alexandrian edition comprised a greater 
number of Isthmians than we have today: accordingly, we must 
surmise that this book of the Epinicia has come down to us in an 
incomplete form. As compared to other authors of choral lyric 
poetry, what we have is a fairly substantial body of surviving 
texts, although still not sufficient to compensate for the almost 
total disappearance of the rest of his production 
(notwithstanding the fragments and shreds of evidence 
scrupulously collected by modern philologists). 

A few critical questions. The complexity of Pindar’s poetic 
production raises a number of problems in the perspective of 
modern criticism. First and foremost, one problem facing 
scholars has been the attempt to gain insight into how it can 
have been possible for the public that gathered to attend these 
spectacular events in the open air, to gain a full enjoyment of 
such intricately structured and complex poetic texts as the 


Pindaric odes. The question arises precisely because one of the 
stylistic characteristics of these compositions is their studiedly 
refined nature and the intricateness of the concepts expressed 
and, even more so, of their formulations. This aspect has 
prompted numerous scholars to raise a variety of questions 
concerning the destination of the odes as well as the 
composition and interpretive skills of the public to whom the 
poet addressed his compositions. 

Another problem that has sparked extensive debate is that 
of the unity of the Pindaric ode. Attempts have been made to 
identify the central theme and the guiding thread of the ideas in 
the various compositions, but it has frequently proved 
objectively well-nigh impossible to reduce these complex poetic 
elaborations to a single nucleus. 

The occasions of poetry. Almost all the Epinicia were designed 
to eulogise a winner who had competed in a sporting 
competition (among the exceptions, one may for instance quote 
Pythian III, addressed to Hieron who was suffering from poor 
health). The typical occasion was therefore that of a celebratory 
ceremony, which was generally intended to take place in the 
open areas of sanctuaries. Sometimes, the celebration was 
performed in the very place where the sporting event had been 
held, though more frequently the festivities and the choral 
execution were organised in the winner’s home area. 

One may wonder to what extent the spectators, who were 
certainly attracted by the showy aspects of the performance and 
emotionally stirred by its combined effects of poetry, music and 
dance, could actually grasp and follow the theme of the 
presentation. Expressed in verse, its complexity was increased 
by the rich repertoire of metaphorical images, rhetorical tools 
based on extensive use of allusion, sophisticated stylistic 
expedients, daring conceptual and thematic associations, bold 
and absolutely unforeseen strands of thought. 

One possible answer is that the Pindaric compositions had a 
twofold destination: in addition to the public event with the 
choral execution, they may also have been intended for another 
type of performance enacted in a different form before a limited 


public that gathered around the patron who had commissioned 
the work, or his court or table (in this case the execution must 
be presumed to have taken place without the choreographic 
component and with a rather more discreet musical 
accompaniment, conceivably of a monodic type). In a context of 
this kind, the verbal component of the ode could prompt far 
greater attention. 

On the other hand, it has also been pointed out that as 
regards the challenge involved in understanding a poem, what 
may appear difficult and far from immediate for us in the 
modern world may have been compatible with the expectations 
and “competence” of the public to whom Pindar addressed his 
poems. In short, the cultural code that shaped the background 
shared by both the poet and the public may well have 
guaranteed the communication of values and concepts 
according to forms and modes which, to us, may seem 
fragmentary, challenging or even bizarre. In particular, we 
cannot exclude that the audacity of the so-called “Pindaric 
flights” (as the saying goes) could rely on the background 
knowledge of a public well acquainted with the mythic and 
cultural presuppositions of eulogies sung in honour of 
prominent figures. Thus it is quite possible that the public 
automatically expected the poet to have recourse to specific 
types of association of ideas which we regard as incongruous 
and unexpected. 

The public, the patron, the poet. In our discussion on 
Simonides, attention was drawn to the circumstance that in the 
era of increasingly widespread circulation of coinage as well as 
expansion of medium, and large-scale mercantile activities, 
some poets - buoyed by the increasing desire for prestige and 
glory that characterised an assertive class of aristocratic clients - 
transformed their art into a veritable profession. Thus they 
began offering “on the market” the precious knowledge of 
which they were held to be the repositories, and which had 
always been identified with sophia itself. With the development 
of a professional practice of poetry, involving compositions 
carried out to order, relations among the three subjects 


traditionally involved in the genesis and performance of poetry 
(the poet, the client and the public) underwent a change, with 
the client acquiring greater importance. The relation among 
these three components has been, and still is, the object of 
study by specialists, with different orientations in their analysis 
of the manner and level of influence exerted over the authors’ 
poetic choices. 

First and foremost, it is important to bear in mind that these 
developments in no way weakened the form and content of the 
conventional character that had always characterised Greek lyric 
poetry, linked as it was to codified rules involving the 
assignment of a specific role to poets. Creators of poetry were 
seen as the repository of knowledge granted by divine 
inspiration and expressed by means of human speech (in this 
regard the definition of maitre a penser has been used). This 
notwithstanding, it is evident that poetic choices were inevitably 
to some extent influenced, on one occasion or another, by a 
whole series of contingent factors associated with the given 
circumstance. First of all among such factors were the client’s 
specific requests (although this aspect was in all probability 
maintained within the framework established by the cultural 
code) and the public’s expectations, the latter being based on 
ethical, social and ideological convictions - which naturally 
tended to coincide with those of the client. The horizon of 
expectations of the public and the client converged with that of 
the poet: their attitudes and their common ideals and values 
were moulded by the conventions of the poetic code, which 
embodied the common heritage shared by all the factors 
involved. 

Within this system characterised by the poet-client-public 
relationship, the actual figure of the poet should not be 
construed as akin to that of the courtesan who is a slave to the 
client’s desires, even though many patrons were rich and 
powerful. Rather, the tendency already perceptible in the case of 
Simonides became more evident in Pindar, who even more 
frequently and emphatically stressed the primacy of knowledge 
and wisdom. Thus while such virtues were traditionally believed 


to be innate in a poet, Pindar’s approach was designed to allow 
him to maintain a position of independence vis-a-vis his clients 
and uphold his impartial superiority. His independence was in 
no way impaired by the typically encomiastic vocation of the 
epinicion, for it was expressed above all in personal and 
programmatic poetic choices and with the proud conviction, 
often explicitly made clear, of possessing the privilege of a 
vocation for poetry and the gift of wisdom. Pindar was well 
aware, and indeed proclaimed, that no great undertaking can be 
illustrious unless it enjoys fame and glory, but these are 
qualities that only poetry - and thus he himself - can bestow on 
such an enterprise. The client becomes praiseworthy by 
choosing to place his trust in the poet, the client is great, 
illustrious and glorious because the poet endows him with these 
features. Such are the conceptions that must be construed as 
underlying the numerous sententious declarations on poetics 
that can be found in the surviving works of Pindar. 

This attitude perpetuated the conception of the poet as an 
educator of the community, as a “prophetic” intermediary 
between the divinity and mankind. Such a view was further 
enhanced, in the case of Pindar, by his sense of belonging to an 
intellectual aristocracy, i.e. to the exclusive circle of those who 
by nature - as an inborn gift - are endowed with the virtue that 
allows both the creation and also the comprehension of the 
poetic word. Accordingly, there emerges the vision of a public 
divided into more than one level: only those who belong to the 
highest rank, who are wise by their very nature and not asa 
result of learning, are capable of grasping the true and 
profound sense of poetry. 


3.11.5 Poetic conception and structure of the Epinicia 


Divine, heroic and human: these are the planes on which the 
themes of the Pindaric odes unfold. The perception of divinity is 
always present: Pindar’s ethical and religious sentiment 
pervades his verses. Zeus is awarded a prominent role in the 


Olympian and the Nemean Odes, Apollo in the Pythian, Poseidon 
in the Isthmian Odes. The background of gods and heroes is also 
the stage for exemplary episodes and events, proposed to the 
addressees of his poetry as a counterpart or a model of human 
experience, and as a term of comparison for eminent men who 
aim to achieve greatness with their impressive deeds. The world 
of mankind - and first of all the addressee of the words of praise 
- is thus assimilated to the heroic world, for only by such 
accomplishments can he become worthy of the song and poetry 
through which his memory will be preserved and remain for 
ever. Given the human condition, mankind is called upon to 
make a prodigious effort in order to be delivered from the 
ephemeral destiny of harsh conditions and obscurity (Pythian 
VIII 95: “dream of a shadow is man”) and to achieve the 
luminous glory that is reserved only to a few. 

The aristocratic conception of life and poetry is expressed 
most eloquently in Pindaric poetry composed in praise of the 
client’s excellence in competitive events. There is no better sign 
of divine favour and superiority over other men than victory in 
competitions: triumph over other competitors is a manifestation 
of divine favour and of the winner's superiority compared to his 
rivals. It is a supreme opportunity to extol the glory that endows 
mortal man with a stature equal to that of the heroes of myth 
and ensures that his name will endure for all eternity. The 
eulogy becomes an opportunity to reflect in mythic terms on the 
meaning of human existence and the possibility it offers of 
contact with the sublimeness of the divine. 

Pindar’s conscious reflection on man and the gods is thus 
accompanied by equally marked awareness of the role of poetry 
as a means that endows gifted men with everlasting glory and 
fame. Through victory man becomes excellent, outstanding and 
closer to the gods, but all this would be doomed to oblivion and 
nothingness, were it not for poetry that elevates and preserves 
its fame in the world of men. Pindar was thus fully aware of the 
importance of his function as a poet, which he expressed in 
declarations of poetics that had a distinctly sententious tone. 

As was noted earlier for the epinicia of Simonides, the 


fundamental elements in their composition are: the portrayal of 
the athletic occasion in question, which showers praise on the 
winner; the description of a mythic episode linked to the 
circumstance that is being celebrated; the sapiential gnémé, 
which constitutes the linking element binding the two above 
mentioned aspects and generally also supplies the key for 
interpretation of the ode. Despite the conventional nature of the 
reference code, the great personality of Pindar left a powerful 
and enduring mark on all three compositional elements. 

The praised heaped on the victor was not designed merely 
to fulfil an encomiastic function. It had the additional benefit of 
broadening the horizon and thus allowing the inclusion of 
considerations of an existential, theological and cognitive 
nature. Thus it provided the backdrop for reflections on the 
condition of man, relations with the gods and the possibility for 
humans to achieve knowledge and an understanding of the 
nature of things. 

The treatment of myth is performed with consummate 
awareness of the knowledge the poet holds and of his right to 
take bold steps, such as issuing first-person interventions, 
judgements and corrective modifications of the consolidated 
tradition, and to adopt unequivocally personal choices (such as 
cutting out parts of a given myth that are not of interest at that 
particular moment or amplifying secondary details, or resorting 
to procedures of an allusive and evocative nature instead of the 
characteristic “objective” narration, in the case, for instance, of 
epic). 

By the same token, the poet’s use of the gndmé is also 
extremely personalised: the Pindaric epinicia are studded with 
maxims and statements of a general nature, to the point that 
they can be said to take on the nature of a veritable codified 
form of poetic communication. The poet makes use of special 
rhetorical and expressive devices that produce a “gap” ora 
sense of incongruity as compared to the customary stylistic 
form, with the aim of engaging the listeners’ attention and 
awakening in-depth sensibilities; furthermore, he devotes 
precisely these privileged spaces to the task of communicating 


the core elements that bear the meaning of his thought. It is 
clear that the communicative effectiveness of the gndmé resides 
in its sporadic and exceptional use, and the gap as compared to 
the “normal” style depends proportionally on the extent of its 
perceived uniqueness. In contrast, Pindar’s poetic art also 
consists in skilfully making uncommonly frequent use of this 
form of expression codified by a long tradition. Pindar 
succeeded in recasting this form in the mould of a 
commonplace and ordinary stylistic device, while yet conserving 
its specific communicative character and without attenuating its 
evocative power. However, the fact that the gndmai are a key 
element in the interpretation of an epinicion need not imply that 
their statement and meaning are always crystal-clear and 
univocal, at least on first encounter. On the contrary, it is 
precisely in such cases that the Pindaric expression can take on 
its most challenging and obscure connotations. 

An illustrative example: Olympian I. Many of these 
characteristics of the Pindaric epinicia are recognisable in 
Olympian I, composed in 476 to celebrate Hieron’s victory in the 
horse race which took place in the Olympic Games. That this 
piece is placed at the beginning of the Alexandrian (and 
therefore also of the modern) editions implies a recognition of is 
excellence, and this is by no means unfounded. Thus a summary 
and an analysis of this ode offer a helpful exemplification of the 
statements made in the above paragraphs. 

The ode opens (1-11) with a Priamel (cf. The Archaic Age III 
2.7.2), which presents a succession of natural elements that 
were considered highly prestigious - water, gold, the sun: these 
fulfilled the function of asserting by analogy that absolute 
excellence among competitions is to be awarded to the Olympic 
Games: “nor let us proclaim a contest greater than Olympia. / 
From there comes the famous hymn that encompasses / the 
thoughts of wise men, who have come / in celebration of 
Cronus’ son to the rich / and blessed hearth of Hieron.” The 
praise showered on the excellence of Olympia thus echoes 
praise for Hieron’s hospitality. 

There follows a mention of Hieron’s regal magnificence and 


a reference to the poetry that celebrates his figure (12-24: the 
tyrant “culls the summits of all achievements / and is also 
glorified / in the finest songs, / such as those we men often 
perform in play / about the friendly table”) and a brief depiction 
of the Olympic race in which the horse Pherenicus led Hieron to 
victory. “Fame shines for him / in the colony of brave men 
founded by Lydian Pelops”: this short sentence marks the - 
apparently labile - transition to the mythic story on the origins 
of the Games of Olympia (25-96). Pelops, miraculously reborn at 
the behest of the gods, after his father Tantalus had offered him 
as ameal for the divinities, arouses the love of Poseidon. At this 
point the poet corrects the myth, denying that Tantalus 
genuinely killed his son (28-29): “Yes, wonders are many, but 
then too, I think, in men’s talk / stories are embellished beyond 
the true account / and deceive by means of / elaborate lies.” For 
it was Poseidon, overcome by love, who abducted Pelops and 
led him to the celestial palace: it was “one of the envious 
neighbours” that laid the blame on Tantalus, accusing him of 
having fed his son to the gods. On the other hand, there was 
indeed one thing for which the blame can genuinely be laid on 
Tantalus: he purloined nectar and ambrosia from the gods and 
offered them to his mortal friends. For this wrongdoing he was 
condemned to have a stone eternally hanging from his head (a 
description of the torment of Tantalus that differs from the most 
widespread version) and his son was banned from the sky. 
Pelops then travelled to Elis, the region of Olympia, where with 
the help of Poseidon he achieved victory in the chariot race that 
had been organised by the king Oenomaus, and was awarded 
the king’s daughter Hippodamia as his spouse. Now, on the 
banks of the river Alpheus (which flows close to Olympia) he 
received the honours of a heroic cult and his glorious fame 
shines in the Olympic races. 

The reference to the Olympiads marks the return to the 
initial theme in the concluding part of the ode (97-116). A 
person who has achieved distinction at Olympia has ahead of 
him a destiny of fame and it is the task of the poet to sing his 
virtues, hospitality and the greatness of his royal power. May the 


divine favour that assists Hieron continue for a long time, 
accompanied by the poet’s song of praise: “And now for me / 
the Muse tends the strongest weapon in defence.” The 
conclusion expresses a wish of good luck addressed to the lord: 
“May you walk on high for the time that is yours, / and may I 
join victors whenever they win / and be foremost in wisdom / 
among Hellenes everywhere.” 

The epinicion is composed of four triads in Aeolic and iambic 
metres, for a total of 116 lines. The masterly composition of the 
ode emerges very clearly and is given prominence by the ring- 
like structure, in which the mythic story that is placed at the 
centre is framed by the praise addressed to Hieron at the 
beginning and the end. The central part focuses on the relation 
between poetry, myth and truth, while the final part reveals 
awareness of the mutual benefit (of glory and fame) inherent in 
the relation between the client and the poet. The lords are the 
highest peak of mankind: by their side, as they bask in the glory 
of their victory, stands the poet, illustrious and famous for his 
ooyia (sophia, “wisdom”), a word that evokes an immense store 
of innate knowledge, loftiness of thought and mastery of skills 
that are traditionally held to be intrinsic attributes of the figure 
of the wise poet. 

It is important to underline the aetiological nature of the 
myth of Pelops. Due to its original association with the Olympic 
Games, it constitutes a particularly effective mode of showering 
praise on the client who is being celebrated as a winner at 
Olympia. The correction of the traditional version of the myth, 
with the defence of Tantalus, should not be regarded as 
rationalistic criticism (such an attitude would also be in 
contradiction with the idea of divine intervention). Rather, it 
should be seen as a “purification” of the myth, in respectful 
obeisance to the founder of the Games and his lineage. 

The figure of Pelops - who plays a central role in the ode as 
the vehicle conveying the poetic message - becomes a symbol 
of human heroism who aspires to achieve glory, the only 
dimension granted to man in his quest to draw closer to the 
gods. Tantalus, driven by unbounded ambition that had led him 


to seek to become like a god, fell into calamitous ruin (56-57: 
kOpw 8’ éAev / Gtav UTtepoTtAov); by contrast, his son pursued 
the legitimate route to glory by achieving victory over 
Oenomaus (82-84): “But since men must die, why would anyone 
sit / in darkness and coddle a nameless old age to no use, / 
deprived of all noble deeds?” Pelops’ prayer, respectful of 
human limits and divine primacy, is heard by Poseidon, who has 
no hesitation in granting his powerful favour to the young man. 
The victory in athletics is followed by nuptials with Hippodamia 
and avery numerous offspring, and then by the cult destined to 
heroes (93-94): “having his much-attended tomb beside the 
altar / thronged by visiting strangers. And far shines that / fame 
of the Olympic festivals gained in the racecourses of Pelops.” 

A rather important aspect of Pindar’s production is the 
quantity and significance of his statements on poetics, which 
can be perceived in the arguments he puts forward to defend 
his corrections of the mythic tradition, and therefore above all in 
the defence of Tantalus. It is noteworthy that Pindar contrasts 
(28-35) “the true account” (tov aAa8F Adyov) with the “men’s 
talk” (Bpot@v pattc) and the “stories (...) embellished beyond 
the true account (...) by means of elaborate lies” (SeSatSaAYEVOL 
WevdSeot trotkiAote (...) uG8ot): “For Charis, who fashions all 
things pleasant for mortals, by bestowing honour makes even 
what is unbelievable / often believed; / yet days to come / are 
the wisest witnesses (Guépat 6’ ertiAortot / UapTUPEG 
comwtatol). It is proper for a man to speak / well of the gods, 
for less is the blame.” Using deliberately obscure language - 
verging on the oracular - Pindar basically reasserts the ancient 
authoritativeness of the poet concerning the truth of human 
knowledge, veiled though the latter may seem by the artistic 
grace of poetry itself, as already argued earlier by Hesiod in the 
proem to Theogony (27-28): “We (the Muses) know how to tell 
many lies that sound like truth, / but we know how to sing the 
truth, when we will.” 

Therefore the poet is called upon to perform the task of 
correcting none other than the very tradition of poetry, in its 
function as the depositary of myths. In particular, such an 


approach is warranted whenever the divinities are presented in 
an unseemly manner (52-53): “But for my part, I cannot call any 
of the blessed gods / a glutton - I stand back: impoverishment is 
often the lot of slanderers.” The inappropriateness 
characterising the representation of the gods in archaic epic 
poetry was precisely one of the polemical motifs put forward by 
Xenophanes of Colophon. In contrast, Pindar did not espouse a 
polemical attitude of a rationalistic type: rather, his corrections 
of the myth remain within the framework of the theology 
consolidated by tradition. He stands fast in his belief - which 
could even be characterised as consciously re-asserted and re- 
founded - in the divine origin of poetry, from which there 
descends the idea of the truthfulness of poetry itself and of the 
sovereign authority of the poet: the latter is the one and only 
interpreter who can legitimately introduce alterations in a myth. 
As noted above, Pindar makes rather frequent use of the 
gnomé, treating it as a particularly effective communicative tool 
and entrusting it with the function of conveying the sense of his 
own thought and his own ethical vision. Olympian I offers a 
significant example of this feature of Pindaric poetry. Lines 33- 
35, which form part of the reflection on the divine in poetry that 
is placed before the correction of the Tantalus myth, assert that 
“days to come / are the wisest witnesses. It is proper for a man 
to speak / well of the gods, for less is the blame.” Line 53 
presents the closing thought in the poet’s statement of his 
position vis-a-vis the traditional version of the myth: 
“impoverishment is often the lot of slanderers.” But a further 
observation is then inserted between the description of 
Tantalus’ real guilt (serving nectar and ambrosia to mortals) and 
the re-evocation of his punishment by the gods (63-64): “But if 
any man hopes to hide any deed / from a god, he is mistaken.” 
Lines 99-100 conclude the narration on the subject of Pelops’ 
enterprise and the honours he derived therefrom: “But the 
good that / comes each day / is greatest for every mortal.” 
Finally, the aristocratic excellence of Hieron is summarised in the 
gnomé of lines 113-114: “The summit is crowned / by kings.” 
The unity of the Epinicia. One of the problems that has been 


extensively debated in modern criticism, as mentioned earlier, is 
that of the unity of the Pindaric odes. Attempts have been made 
to identify the central theme and the guiding thread of the 
different compositions; however, in many cases the efforts have 
met with little success on account of the frequent objective 
difficulty of reducing these complex poetic elaborations to a 
single core theme (to the point that not a few scholars, finding 
themselves faced with an apparently rather unpoetic or 
conceptually disordered picture - a judgement based purely on 
modern criteria! - have desisted from the endeavour). As clearly 
emerges from the example of Olympian I, the Pindaric odes are 
the outcome of more or less constant factors which, however, 
are developed in a new and original manner in each epinicion. 
Examples include sporting events, the value of which is 
proportional to the authoritativeness of the client; the mythic 
tradition, felt to be replete with symbolic and exemplary 
meanings that are developed by the poet in a personal and 
original manner (the same holds true, for instance, in the case 
of Jason and the Argonauts in Pythian IV or the myth of Castor 
and Pollux in Nemean X); as a further example, one may cite the 
aristocratic heroic ideal, which forms a blend of highly 
meaningful theological-religious and ethical-behavioural values. 
If we were to seek to identify the key element that holds 
together the interpretation of all these strands of Pindaric poetic 
sensibility, we would struggle to find a more all-embracing 
concept than the intent to praise the client. In order to honour 
the client and to endow his victory with even greater lustre, the 
poet sketches the circumstances in which the athletic contest 
took place, “embroiders” mythological evocations of his own, 
“distills” concepts of heroic and aristocratic ethics. The poor 
connection between the parts - which is the feature that strikes 
modern readers - is due in part to our lacunose and imprecise 
knowledge: numerous references in the text escape us on 
account of our lack of insight into the historical and cultural 
contexts that formed the operative framework for the poet, 
client and addressees of Pindaric poetry. But the feature that 
limits our understanding of the text on the aesthetic level is 


above all our difficulty in appreciating that the unitary meaning 
of this rich and complex poetry resides in the encomiastic intent 
itself. We struggle to grasp the depth and meaningfulness of the 
encomiastic intent as a core element that bonds and catalyses a 
whole system of values, and which remains present with all its 
weight. 


3.11.6 The fragments 


As far as the remaining elements of Pindar’s poetic production 
are concerned, nothing has come down to us in full. We have 
roughly 350 fragments, more than a third of which are 
preserved on papyrus. Numerous lyrical forms are attested, 
among which one can distinguish choral songs for religious 
occasions of a public nature (hymns, paeans and dithyrambs) 
but also others for private ceremonies (thrénoi/), as well as 
symposial scolia of a monodic nature. 

Among the songs for the gods, paeans enjoy pride of place. 
The paean, a song attested as early as the Homeric poems and 
associated with the god Apollo since very ancient times, would 
usually be performed to invoke the assistance of the deity in 
situations of calamity or danger, such as a request for a 
pestilence to come to an end or an invocation as fighting was 
about to start. Additionally, an ancient source also mentions the 
symposial context: the Spartans had acquired the habit, after 
their victory over the Messenians, of chanting a paean during 
the banquet attended by all in common; thus it was a song of 
thanksgiving addressed to the divinity after a success. As far as 
we can see, the Pindaric paeans enhanced the level of literary 
sophistication of this ancient form of cultic song: the fragments 
give the impression of great evocative potential, rich in imagery 
and vividly expressive figurative depictions drawn above all from 
the mythic repertory, which does not fundamentally depart from 
the characteristics noted for the epinicia. 

Fairly recent studies have adduced valid arguments tending 
to reduce the number of compositions traditionally regarded by 


scholars as paeans. Text-internal motives (form, content, metre) 
as well as external reasons (such as explanatory notes 
preserved in the margins of papyrus texts) allow many of these 
texts to be recognised as forming part of prosodia. 

With regard to “songs for mankind,” the epinicia certainly 
constituted the form in which Pindar excelled. However, he also 
composed funeral songs or thrénoi, the lyric form for which 
Simonides was famous. Finally, the monodic form was not 
unknown to Pindar, as testified by fragments of symposial scolia, 
in which one frequently notes words of praise directed to loved 
ones: for this reason such songs were classified by the 
Alexandrians as encomia. 


3.11.7 Language and style 


It was pointed out earlier that the presence of Doric dialect, 
which had characterised choral lyric poetry ever since its earliest 
manifestations, continued to be a characterising feature of 
choral lyric poetry even during subsequent developments. 
Doricism is more accentuated in Pindar’s language in 
comparison to that of Simonides and Bacchylides, with elements 
of the language of epic - suitably adapted - being fused 
organically. A further characteristic, in Pindar, is the presence of 
many newly formed words, often compounds that appear to 
have been created ad hoc: such words give a personalising 
touch to the diction and, taken together with carefully selected 
choices in syntax and word order, contribute to the solemn and 
particularly elevated tone of his lines. 


3.12 Bacchylides of Ceos 
3.12.1 A weighty heritage 


We are indebted above all to a lucky papyrus find dating from 
the end of the nineteenth century for the possibility of gaining a 


more precise and reliable idea of Bacchylides. It allows us to 
acquire more direct knowledge than is communicated by the 
absence of his works in materials transmitted by the Byzantine 
codices, and by an ancient biographic-anecdotal tradition which 
presents him as a figure of a poet born and raised in the shadow 
of his uncle Simonides. That being said, it is undeniable that 
Bacchylides’ poetic apprenticeship took place under the 
influence of Simonides, a powerful personality and an influential 
poet. In fact it is very likely that one of the crucial stages in 
Bacchylides’ poetic career was the period he spent in Syracuse 
at the court of Hieron, where he lived under the wing of his 
uncle. The young man undoubtedly enjoyed the advantage of 
such a prestigious kinship bond, but he must also have felt the 
weight and responsibility deriving from the greatness of the 
model. However, the surviving fragments allow an appreciation 
of the personal value of this poet and to restore his appropriate 
literary stature. By the same token, his work can also be more 
appropriately assessed in relation to his great contemporary, 
Pindar, allowing a more genuine comparison and contrast of 
Bacchylides versus Pindar, rather than the somewhat “easy” 
comparative appraisal that has often been performed in 
conventional and insufficiently profound terms. 


3.12.2 Biographical details 


Bacchylides, like his maternal uncle Simonides, was born on the 
island of Ceos, not far from the coast of Attica. The late antique 
historian Eusebius of Caesarea (third to fourth century A.D.) 
estimates his akmé to have been around the second year of the 
78th Olympiad, corresponding to 467 B.C. His date of birth 
would thus plausibly have been in about 507, though some 
prefer an earlier dating, setting the birth of Bacchylides 
somewhat closer to that of Pindar, around 520. 

The certainty concerning the dating of several epinicia 
provides a time-frame for the poet’s life and professional 
activity. Epinicion XIII, composed in honour of Pytheas of Aegina 


on the occasion of a victory in the Nemean Games, is dated to 
around 485 B.C. Several epinicia attest to a significant 
professional relationship with Hieron, the tyrant of Syracuse, at 
whose court Bacchylides dwelt for a while in the company of 
Simonides, entering into poetic rivalry with Pindar. 476 B.C. is 
the date generally cited in reference to Epinicion V, which 
celebrates Hieron’s victory in the horse race at Olympia (the 
same victory that was also celebrated by Pindar in Olympian I); 
470 is associated with Epinicion IV, composed for Hieron’s victory 
in the chariot race at the Pythian Games (also applauded by 
Pindar, who sang the victor’s praises in Pythian 1); Epinicion III is 
dedicated to another Olympic victory achieved by Hieron, which 
he achieved in 468, two years before his death. Other 
compositions are linked to figures from Bacchylides’ home area, 
such as Lacon of Ceos, who won the Olympic stadium race in 
452. 

One controversial piece of information reported by Plutarch, 
which contends that Bacchylides was exiled from his homeland, 
is - to our knowledge - utterly without foundation. But 
regardless of its truthfulness or otherwise, we have no works of 
his that can be dated to later than 452 with any certainty. 


3.12.3 The works 


As in the case of the other choral lyric poets, the Alexandrians 
compiled an edition of Bacchylides’ works subdivided in 
separate books according to the genre. His production extended 
over a fairly wide variety of genres: choral compositions for the 
gods (hymns, dithyrambs, paeans, partheneia, and so forth) and 
for men (above all, epinicia), but also monodic songs destined 
for to be performed at symposia. 

The greater part of what we know comes from papyri, in 
particular from a roll of the second half of the second century 
A.D., held in London and published at the end of the nineteenth 
century (to which a few fragments held in Florence were later 
added). The roll has restored extensive portions of epinicia and 


dithyrambs. The 14 surviving Epinicia contribute to improving 
our knowledge of the genre represented by the epinicion, but it 
should be borne in mind that in-depth knowledge had already 
been acquired from the works of Pindar, though we can now 
perceive the stylistic differences associated with the different 
personalities of the two poets. Special importance attaches to 
the 6 Dithyrambs restored by the roll, some of which are well 
preserved: they constitute the most significant available 
evidence of this genre of archaic lyric poetry. The fact that in the 
papyrus the dithyrambs are arranged in alphabetic order 
according to the initial of the title should be regarded as the 
trace of an ancient editorial criterion, dating back perhaps to no 
less than the Alexandrian philologists. 

Furthermore, it should not be overlooked that we also 
possess a few fragments of monodic poems, destined to be 
performed during symposiums and having a mainly erotic 
content; the name given by the Alexandrians to such 
compositions was Encomia. 


3.12.4 The Epinicia 


The 14 Epinicia that have come down to us are for the most part 
dedicated to winners in races held during the Olympic (4), 
Pythian (2), Isthmian (3) and Nemean (3) Games. Two odes 
concern races held in less important competitions. As we 
observed in relation to Pindar’s epinicia, here too our 
information regarding the occasions on which the songs were 
performed is often derived from brief notes present in the 
papyri at the beginning of each composition, as for instance in 
the case of Epinicion III: “For Hieron of Syracuse (winner in the) 
chariot races, Olympic Games.” 

The structure of these Epinicia is the canonical one: the 
mythic narration is viewed in association with the current 
situation, and it is this linkage that constitutes the motive 
prompting the performance of the song, through a gndmé that 
acts as the bearer of proverbial wisdom. What distinguishes 


Bacchylides’ epinicia from those of Pindar is the style, which we 
might say is less “oneiric” and less riven with asperities, 
difficulties and impenetrable wording. Thus the myth is 
described - or rather, narrated - with greater continuity and 
completeness, with fewer brusque transitions and allusions: 
everything proceeds in a more tranquil and continuous manner. 
But at the same time, the athletic occasion and the details of the 
celebration in honour of the winner are portrayed in a more 
concrete and immediate fashion: the poet devotes greater 
attention to such features, describing them with greater 
attention to detail. 

A few, rather short, pieces by Bacchylides were probably 
composed for an immediate and almost impromptu celebration 
in honour of the victor. In such circumstances, there would be a 
brief acclamation in the very location where the races actually 
took place, pending the festivities that would subsequently be 
held in his home area, complete with choral performance and all 
the cheering and praise appropriate for the occasion. It has also 
been suggested that the short pieces may even have been 
composed in situ by improvising. Some of them are dedicated to 
fellow-countrymen of Bacchylides: Epinicion II praises - in no 
more than a few lines - the victory achieved by the boxer 
Argeius of Ceos, whom the poet would later celebrate more 
extensively, for the same victory, with Epinicion I. The Epinicia VI 
and VII, both of which are short, refer to Lacon of Ceos’ Olympic 
victory in the stadion race. Another fairly short composition, 
Epinicion IV, is devoted to the Pythian victory achieved in 470 B.C. 
by Hieron of Syracuse in the chariot race, and it may well have 
been composed just after the event, whereas for the more 
imposing celebration, held in Syracuse, Hieron commissioned 
Pindar to compose the choral work (Pythian I). 

As noted above with regard to Pindar, the most famous and 
significant epinicia by Bacchylides are those composed in 
honour of Hieron of Syracuse. Epinicion V, which celebrates 
Hieron’s Olympic victory in the horse race in 476 B.C., is one of 
Bacchylides’ most beautiful odes, worthy of competing with 
Pindar’s Olympian I, which was composed for the same victory. 


The epinicion opens with a re-evocation of the competition and 
extols Hieron’s great skill as well as the valour of his steed 
Pherenicus (43-45: “never yet in a contest was he dirtied by the 
dust of horses ahead of him as he raced to the finish”); this is 
followed by a general statement that concludes with a gnomé 
(50-55): 


Blessed the man to whom God has granted fine 
achievements as his portion and the passing of a life of 
affluence with enviable fortune; for no mortal is fortunate 
in all things. 


The gnémé is then linked to the mythic narration of Heracles’ 
descent into Hades and his meeting with Meleager. Making use 
of the expedient of the tale within the tale (utilised by the poet 
of the Odyssey), Meleager gives a detailed description, stretching 
to no fewer than 60 lines, of his own story and tells of the time 
when he took part in the Calydonian boar hunt (the animal had 
been sent by Artemis to lay waste to the land of Calydon), after 
which, during the war against the Curetes, Meleager ended up 
by killing two maternal uncles. This enraged his mother, who 
slew him by burning the firebrand on which, by divine will, his 
very life depended. As Heracles listens to this tale, he cannot 
help being overcome by emotion (155-158): 


They say that Amphitryon’s son, fearless of the battle-cry, 
shed tears and only then, pitying the fate of the grief- 
suffering man, and in answer to him spoke thus: ‘Best for 
mortals never to be born, never to set eyes on the sun’s 
light’. 


The mythic tale concludes with Heracles promising to marry 
Deianira, one of Meleager’s sisters. The final part of the ode 
contains a hymn in praise of Zeus, accompanied by the request 
for him to continue assisting Hieron with prosperity and 
SUCCESS. 


Epinicion III was composed to celebrate Hieron’s most 
prestigious and perhaps most eagerly awaited victory: the 
Olympic chariot race, which he won in 468 B.C., just two years 
before his death. After dwelling for a moment on the sporting 
occasion, Bacchylides points to the tyrant’s religious fervour - 
manifested by rich donations to the sanctuary of Apollo in 
Delphi - as the reason underlying the divine favour which grants 
him prosperity and success (21-22): “Let God, God, be glorified: 
that is the best of prosperities.” This gndmé constitutes the 
transitional element, by analogy, leading into the mythic 
narration. However, the event narrated to exemplify the gnomé 
and to enhance Hieron’s image is taken from recent history, 
though it also features anecdotal characteristics of a mythic 
nature that must have been present in ancient folkore and 
which were revived, many years later and in a variant form, by 
figures such as the historian Herodotus. 

The episode in question concerns Croesus, king of Lydia 
who, having been taken prisoner in 547 B.C. by the Persian king 
Cyrus, rejects the idea of slavery, preferring to die on the pyre 
with his wife and daughters. He is saved, however, by the 
unexpected intervention of Zeus (29-35). 


Croesus, having reached the day he had hoped to avoid, 
had no intention of waiting for tearful slavery also: he had 
a pyre heaped in front of his bronze-walled courtyard and 
mounted it together with his beloved wife and fair-tressed 
daughters, who wailed inconsolably. 


At this point, Croesus sends up a prayer to the gods, 
complaining of their non-participation, and ordering that the 
pyre be lighted. Faced with imminent death, the women begin 
to wring their hands in despair (53-58): “But when the bright 
strength of the grim fire was darting through the pyre, Zeus set 
the black cover of a cloud overhead and quenched the yellow 
flame. Nothing that the planning of the gods brings about is 
past belief.” As the narrative continues, the connection between 
Croesus and Hieron is made explicit: it consists of benefiting 


from the favour of the gods in exchange for religious pietas. 
Apollo led Croesus and his women to safety in the mythical land 
of the Hyperboreans (61-66): “By reason of his piety (6t’ 
evoeBetav), since he had sent up to holy Pytho greater gifts than 
any other mortal. / But of all men who dwell in Greece there is 
none, illustrious Hiero, who will be ready to claim that he sent 
more gold to Loxias [Apollo] than you.” 

The ode closes with a reflection on the transience of human 
life, the only remedy being the everlasting glory that springs 
from virtue and from the poetry that extols it. The praise 
lavished on Hieron is blended with the proud assertion of the 
skill displayed by the poet, who metaphorically portrays himself 
as “the nightingale from Ceos” (85-98). 


The deep heavens are unsoiled, and the water of the sea 
does not decay, and gold is a joy; but aman may not throw 
aside grey old age and retrieve again his flourishing youth. 
The light of man’s excellence, however, does not diminish 
with his body; no, the Muse fosters it. Hieron, you have 
displayed to mortals the fairest flowers of wealth, and 
when a man has prospered, adornment is not brought him 
by silence; and along with the true telling of your fine 
achievements men will praise also the grace of the honey- 
tongued Cean nightingale. 


3.12.5 The Dithyrambs 


The dithyramb, originally a religious song in honour of Dionysus, 
became rather popular during the Archaic Age in the 
environment of the Aeolian colonies. According to the 
statements by the historian Herodotus (I 23), it was Arion of 
Methymna, from Lesbos, who “invented” this lyric form (or, 
more probably, transformed it from monodic to choral) and 
introduced it into the entourage of the tyrant Periander in 
Corinth, i.e. into the Doric cultural environment. Herodotus 
believed that Arion was also the originator of the practice of 
assigning a title to each dithyramb. Towards the end of the sixth 


century, Lasus of Hermione in the Argolid, one of Pindar’s 
teachers (cf. The Archaic Age III 3.11.2), is said to have 
popularised the dithyramb in Athens, where a poetry 
competition involving dithyrambs was set up as part of the 
Dionysiac festivities which already hosted drama competitions. 
The major choral poets took part in this event, with Simonides, 
Pindar and Bacchylides obtaining numerous victories. Lasus, 
who lived in Athens between 527 and 514 during the period of 
the tyrant Hipparchus, is thought to have played a significant 
role in the organisation of the dithyramb competition and is 
credited in the sources with having been the first to write on 
musical theory. Mere fragments remain of his hymns and 
dithyrambs, as well as the beginning of a hymn to Demeter: the 
latter appears to be an interesting “asigmatic” composition, i.e. 
lacking the letter sigma, for reasons of euphony, as its sound 
was held to be unpleasant. 

Among the lyric-choral compositions destined to be 
performed during religious events, the dithyramb was one of 
the types most amenable to mythological content presented in a 
narrative form. Plato (Republic III 394c) pointed specifically to 
the dithyramb as the narrative literary genre par excellence. This 
characteristic is clearly reflected in the custom of providing a 
title at the beginning of each of the individual compositions as a 
means of declaring and summarising their mythic content - a 
feature already noted in the earlier case of Arion and attested in 
the papyrus tradition of Bacchylides’ dithyrambs. The structure 
of the poems is generally triadic (strophe, antistrophe and 
epode), as was typically the case in epinicia; but it is not rare also 
to find odes consisting only of the succession of equal strophes. 
The six dithyrambs of Bacchylides that have come down to us 
constitute the most significant testimony of this genre of archaic 
lyric poetry in our possession. They are usually numbered from 
XV to XX, given that in the London papyrus from which they have 
been handed down they are preceded by 14 epinicia, and in 
modern editions all the Bacchylidean compositions have a single 
continuous numbering. 

Dithyramb XV, The sons of Antenor or The Request of Helen, is a 


text heavily damaged by an extensive lacuna in the central part 
of the papyrus; but despite the damage infllicted, we can read 
the episode of the Trojan War in which the offspring of the wise 
man Antenor invite Menelaus to pay a visit to the city of Priam, 
in search of an agreement that can bring the war to an end. In 
the presence of the assembly of the Trojans gathered together 
in the agora, Menelaus exhorts the members of the assembly to 
follow “unswerving Justice, the attendant of holy Eunomia and 
wise Themis,” rejecting the lure of Hybris, from which there 
descend all the evils that afflict mankind. With regard to 
Dithyramb XVI, the beginning is lost and thus we do not have the 
title. The ode focuses on the episode of the death of Heracles, 
which constitutes the follow-on for the episode described in 
Epinicion V. The myth tells of the deeds of Heracles and his 
consort Deianira. When the hero fell in love with the young 
maiden Iole, Deianira was gripped by jealousy and sought to 
revive her husband's affection towards her, sending him the gift 
of a robe soaked with the blood of the centaur Nessus. The 
latter, a long-time enemy of Heracles, had deceived Deianira by 
leading her to believe that its own blood was a love potion, 
whereas in actual fact the mantle proves to be a fearsome 
instrument of death for the hero. The myth, which is quite well- 
known, is left partially in the background, as Bacchylides opts to 
make explicit use of only a few of its elements, proceeding by 
allusions and ellipsis. Dithyramb XIX recounts the story of Io, the 
young maiden loved by Zeus, and transformed by a jealous Hera 
into a heifer, who was the forebear of Cadmus and Dionysus; 
the poem is entitled Jo and was performed in competition at the 
Dionysiaca festival at Athens. The ode is interesting above all 
because it testifies to the exchange of thematic motifs and 
modes of expression from one genre to another, an exchange 
that was facilitated by the sporting occasion, inasmuch as the 
story of Io also appears in a few plays by the tragedian 
Aeschylus (The Suppliants and Prometheus Bound), which, 
according to some scholars, could have influenced Bacchylides. 
Dithyramb XX, performed in Sparta, the damaged remains of 
which amount to no more than ten or so lines, told of the 


Messenian hero Idas. 

The most interesting and significant dithyrambs, which have 
the additional virtue of being in an excellent state of 
preservation, are XVII and XVIII. Both are dedicated to the 
mythic character of Theseus, who was known and worshipped in 
Attica as synoecist, i.e. as the one who was the first to gather 
together the various communities scattered around the region 
and to weld them into a single city, Athens. As can be inferred 
from the final lines, Dithyramb XVII, The Young people or Theseus, 
was composed for the inhabitants of Ceos, who intended to 
celebrate the god of Delos. Based on this information, it has 
been surmised that the dithyramb in question should be dated 
not too far from the establishment of the Delian-Attic maritime 
league (477), whose main creator was the Athenian 
Themistocles. The latter was credited with being the protagonist 
of the Greek victory over the Persians. The ode recounts the 
mythic event whereby Minos, the king of Crete, challenged 
Theseus to recover a gold ring thrown into the abysses of the 
sea. Despite the apparent impossibility of such an undertaking, 
the young Athenian hero - the son of a marine divinity, the 
nereid Amphitrite - re-emerges victorious from the waters. The 
composition is set against the background of the extremely 
ancient Cretan thalassocracy which, in the tradition, even went 
so far as to impose human tribute on Athens. The evocative 
figure of Theseus who dares to defy Minos represents an 
allusion to the rising maritime hegemony of the Attic city, which 
could (at least in the propaganda) lay claim to being a far more 
significant hallmark of civilisation. 

This dithyramb consist of two triads, for a total of more than 
130 lines; the first triad shows fourteen young Athenians - seven 
girls and seven boys - being taken on a ship towards the island 
of Crete, as a human tribute to the ruthless king Minos. The 
latter, impatient to get his hands on his victims, brushes against 
young Eriboea’s cheek, with the result that she utters a shriek of 
terror. Theseus steps in to defend the young maiden, rebuking 
the king and challenging him in the name of his divine origin: if 
Minos descends from Zeus, then he himself - Theseus - is of no 


lesser stature as he can cite Poseidon among his ancestors. All 
the young people present are amazed at Theseus’ courage. 
Minos begs Zeus to grant him a sign of heavenly favour and 
then subjects Theseus to a test of his claimed origins from the 
god of the sea: the king throws a gold ring into the abyssal 
depths of the sea and challenges Theseus to retrieve it and 
bring it back. The second triad opens with the sign sent from 
Zeus as a means of demonstrating to Minos that the requested 
protection has indeed been granted: lightning flashes across the 
sky. The king is exultant and once more challenges Theseus, 
who immediately dives below the waves. While Minos gives 
orders that the ship should proceed as before, the young people 
anxiously await the outcome of the test. The dolphins lead 
Theseus to the sea palace of the gods and set him in the midst 
of the Nereids, among whom he recognises his mother 
Amphitrite. 


And he saw his father’s dear wife, august ox-eyed 
Amphitrite, in the lovely house; she put a purple cloak 
about him and set on his thick hair the faultless garland 
which once at her marriage guileful Aphrodite had given 
her, dark with roses. Nothing that the gods wish is beyond 
the belief of sane mortals: he appeared beside the slender- 
sterned ship (109-118). 


At the sight of Theseus, who has emerged from the waters 
completely dry and adorned with divine gifts, Minos stands 
absolutely dumbfounded amid the shouts of joy of the young 
prisoners: while the young maidens utter little piercing shrieks 
of joy, the boys chant a paean. 

Dithyramb XVIII, entitled Theseus, likewise conveys the 
atmosphere of celebration of Athenian power. The occasion 
prompting the poem is the transfer of the bones of Theseus 
from the island of Scyros, as ordered by Cimon in 474 B.C.; the 
ode may have been commissioned by the Athenians and 
performed in Athens. The four strophes, for a total of 60 lines, 
are set out according to a symmetrical pattern that involves the 


alternation of two participants, namely the chorus of Athenians 
and their mythic king Aegeus. In the first and third strophe the 
chorus asks Aegeus several nervous questions about what is 
happening around Athens (what danger threatens the city? Who 
is the powerful man, protected by the gods, who has routed the 
multiplicity of evil beings that were infesting Attica?). In the 
second and fourth strophe the king provides the chorus with 
reassuring answers (a man has freed the region from violent 
creatures, he is a young hero whose “thoughts are of the 
pastimes of Ares, war and the clashing bronze of battle; and he 
seeks splendor-loving Athens”). There has been wide-ranging 
discussion on this form of dialogic dithyramb, which brings 
about a mimesis akin to drama or a theatrical performance, 
without the intervention of the narrating voice. At times, partly 
also on the basis of a famous observation by Aristotle in Poetics, 
the suggestion has been put forward that this dialogical form 
could bear some relation to archaic forms of scenic 
representation, which would thus lie at the origin of tragedy. 
However, such a hypothesis would be plausible only on 
condition of considering Dithyramb XVIII as an experiment 
aimed at reviving, retrospectively, elements that were 
characteristic of the dithyrambic genre at a much earlier period, 
since the ode in question was composed when tragedy was an 
already well consolidated genre. 


3.12.6 Language and style 


As with quite a number of the poets discussed so far, the 
language of Bacchylides can be said to consist of a blend of the 
traditional Doric dialect and elements of the language of epic, 
carefully adapted. But Bacchylides’ Doricism is less accentuated 
than that of Pindar, and it also presents Ionian elements, which 
may have been prompted by the poet’s Ionian origin and 
perhaps also influenced by the Ionian colouring of the language 
of Homer. As far as his style is concerned, the observations 
made above retain their validity but it is worth noting that 


Bacchylides’ poetry is characterised by the great abundance of 
adjectivisation, and that his more leisurely narration and less 
taut mode of description is generally matched by a more 
tranquil and linear order of words: in short, an unhurried and 
“softer” progression in comparison to the rapid pace and sharp 
twists of Pindaric compositions. 


3.13 Three late archaic women poets 
3.13.1 Corinna of Tanagra 


The figure of Corinna, a woman poet to whom several sizable 
lyric fragments are attributed, is problematic for several 
reasons. First and foremost, the chronology. The ancient 
tradition considered her to be a contemporary of Pindar, 
thereby setting her between the end of the sixth century and 
the beginning of the fifth (there is even a tradition that holds 
her to have been among Pindar’s teachers). However, the first 
evidence concerning the figure of Corinna dates to no earlier 
than the first century B.C. The language characteristics of the 
fragments would seem to point to an era that post-dates the 
Classical Age (and possibly even the Hellenistic Age). But it 
cannot be excluded that textual modifications may have come 
about during the manuscript tradition and that Corinna may 
genuinely date back to a respectable antiquity. 

Biographical data and elements inferable from her poems 
concur in suggesting that the poet was associated with the 
environment of Boeotia. She is thought to have been born into 
an aristocratic family of Tanagra (but several alternative 
locations have also been put forward, such as Thebes or 
Thespiae), and to have limited her sphere of activity to the 
restricted local environment of her native city. Furthermore, the 
strongly Boeotic character of her poetic language as well as her 
simple and concise style, devoid of complex rhetorical and 
syntactic devices, seem to confirm that this poet’s production 
was intended for performances in a local context. The tradition 


also claims that she took part more than once in poetry 
competitions in which no less a figure than Pindar himself was 
also performing, and that she emerged victorious five times. But 
such reports should be taken with a pinch of salt: all the reports 
of a connection between the two poets could be purely fanciful. 

Another tricky aspect that stubbornly resists any easy 
solution concerns the context and background of Corinna’s 
poetry. On the basis of the few surviving fragments a 
predilection for mythological themes can be perceived, 
suggesting lyric poetry of a narrative type, in the manner of 
Stesichorus, and thus possibly designed for a monodic 
execution. Among the more significant lines, mention should be 
made of those where Corinna relates the poetry competition 
between Mount Cithaeron and Mount Helicon, two mountains of 
Boeotia (fr. 654 Page): after the two contestants have given their 
individual performances of the songs that tell of mythic events, 
the gods proclaim that the winner is Mount Cithaeron. 


3.13.2 Telesilla of Argos and Praxilla of Sicyon 


The Late Antique historian Eusebius of Caesarea estimates that 
the akmé of these two poets, who came from two important 
cities of the Peloponnese, should be set around the mid-fifth 
century B.C. 

Telesilla is known for using an acephalous form of glyconic 
metre (cf. The Archaic Age III 3.1.1), which hence was called the 
“telesillean”. It appears that she became particularly well-known 
for her compositions of choral music for religious occasions: we 
have knowledge of odes in honour of Artemis and Apollo. She 
was also credited with heading the unit of armed women of 
Argos during the 494 B.C. war against Sparta, but this may well 
have been a local legend deliberately publicised for purposes of 
propaganda. 

Praxilla is believed to have composed symposial poetry, of 
which, however, no more than a few lines have been preserved, 
via the indirect tradition. To these should be added three lines of 


a hymn in honour of Adonis, in hexameters, and the citation of a 
line from a dithyramb entitled Achilles. The “praxillean” line is 
named after her. 


IV Philosophy 


1 The origins of philosophical thought 


1.1 Mythos and logos: the emergence of rationalism in Asia 
Minor 


The first manifestations of the quest for a rational pursuit of 
truth can be traced back to the Greek colonies of Asia Minor, 
where attention focused both on the study of nature and on 
reconstruction of the actions performed by mankind. This quest 
gave rise to forms of thought and investigation that lie at the 
origin of philosophy and historiography. 

Such aspirations and other associated phenomena should 
be viewed in relation to the first developments of a democratic 
society within the polis. Critical awareness began to be 
encouraged, heightening the search for causes and logical 
interactions on the level of thought processes and language, but 
also on the plane of action. The spread of rationalist awareness 
in the Asia Minor colonies was certainly also favoured by the 
influence of the scientific culture of oriental civilisations, in 
particular that of Babylon and Egypt, which had long exerted 
considerable influence on disciplines such as astronomy and 
mathematics. 

The changes in cultural and intellectual attitudes, together 
with the new directions of thought, increasingly undermined 
acceptance of the earlier forms of acquisition and transmission 
of collective truths, first and foremost the accumulated body of 
knowledge represented by the mythological and religious 


heritage. The resulting conflict has been summarised, with a 
certain degree of simplification, as the opposition between 
mythos and logos: on the one hand a conception of the world 
based on traditional beliefs handed down from generation to 
generation, versus, on the other, systematic application of direct 
experience and critical appraisal - i.e. of the intrinsic 
characteristics of reason - to centuries-old forms of knowledge 
and surrounding reality. 


1.2 Elements of philosophical thought in archaic poetry 


Despite the innovative trends of thought as compared to the 
mythic conception of nature and history, the new rationalist 
attitudes were grafted onto profoundly rooted pre-existing 
forms of the development and transmission of knowledge: i.e. 
onto the great encyclopaedic storehouse of epic poetry. Archaic 
hexametric poetry fulfilled a twofold role, not only as a living 
memory of the cultural heritage of the people, but also as a 
means of orienting or providing guidelines for human 
behaviour. Thus it had a major role in the fixing and 
conservation of ethical and social values, and in underpinning 
beliefs with regard to the origin and destiny of mankind in 
relation to nature and the divine world. 

For Homer, suffice it to recall a few striking comments that 
are extremely significant in terms of their existential 
implications. One remarkable example is the brief but 
momentous utterance by the Lycian hero Glaucus, as he stands 
amid the blood-spattered battlefield of Troy and reflects on the 
transitory nature of the human condition (Iliad VI 146-149): “As 
is the family of leaves, so it is also with men: / the wind scatters 
the leaves on the ground, but the forest breaks / into bud and 
makes more when the spring season comes round.” Glaucus’ 
words are echoed by Achilles, who draws a contrast between 
man’s destiny of suffering and the blissful eternity of the gods 
(Iliad XXIV 525 ff.): “That is / how the gods have woven the 
threads for wretched mortals, / to live with grief, while they 
themselves are without sorrow.” Another famous passage 


concerns the regret for the loss of his life expressed by the 
shade of Achilles in Hades (Odyssey XI 488-491): “Do not try to 
comfort me about death, splendid Odysseus. / I would rather be 
a land-labourer, bonded to another man, / one who owns no 
land, and with little enough to keep him / alive, than to be king 
over all the dead who have passed away.” In short, the Homeric 
poems are by no means lacking in moments of reflection on 
different themes: the human condition; life and death; the mind 
of man; body and soul; ethical responsibility when engaging in 
action; religious conceptions and the idea of life after death; and 
the representation of the world. 

In a different perspective, early forms of philosophical 
reflection on the origins of the world and the sphere of the 
divine can be perceived in the attempts to build up a systematic 
organisation of cosmogonic and theogonic beliefs, which can be 
traced in the Homeric poems and specifically characterise the 
overall structure of Hesiod’s Theogony. Moreover, Hesiod’s 
Works and Days, devoted to the theme of divine justice and 
honest human behaviour, can justifiably be interpreted as a first 
organic reflection on ethics, viewed in relation to theological 
principles. Based on these considerations one may put forward 
the idea - viable, albeit certainly somewhat bold in a historical 
perspective - that in Hesiod one can find an embryonic 
“philosophical system.” Archaic though its forms of expression 
may be, it does succeed in establishing an organic connection 
which links a form of theological and cosmogonic thought 
(Theogony) to reflections on ethics (Works). 

This sapiential profile of archaic poetry, for which important 
parallels can be found in the most ancient literatures of oriental 
civilisations, is one of the most noticeable features of some of 
the more or less legendary figures of “sages,” prophet-poets 
who were associated with phenomena and strands of 
philosophical-religious thought that were highly influential in 
the Greek world right up to considerably later dates. The 
reference here is first and foremost to Orpheus, considered to 
be the founder of the Orphic mysteries. This was a religion of a 
mystical or initiatory type and was thus reserved to a select 


number of followers, who were also known as “the elect.” It 
imposed strict limitations on the eventuality of a blessed 
eternity after death on earth: access to this beatific state was 
strictly linked to knowledge of truth concerning the cosmos and 
life. Over time, its founder was credited with the composition of 
various texts: cosmogonic and theogonic works, Hymns, the 
Orphic Argonautica and a work on the properties of stones, the 
Lithica. Another close connection with mystical practices can be 
observed in the figure of Musaeus, who claimed to be a pupil of 
Orpheus and whose son, Eumolpus, was said to have founded 
the mystery rites of Eleusis (which would later become 
extraordinarily important). Furthermore, Musaeus claimed to 
have composed, like previous authors, a Theogony and a number 
of Hymns, in addition to a collection of Oracles and also an 
anthology of Precepts. 


1.3 Poetry and philosophy 


The early stages of rational reflection could not refrain from 
assessing the role of thought processes belonging to a poetic 
tradition felt to be so strongly imbued with cognitive and 
ethical-normative authoritativeness. Accordingly, the early 
philosophers consciously set out to present themselves as the 
rightful heirs of the wisdom of poets: philosophy and poetry, 
they argued, shared a number of fundamental goals, such as 
the aim of examining and describing man’s knowledge 
pertaining to nature and the world, and of communicating their 
findings to mankind. On the other hand, philosophers stood 
aloof from a mythic-religious vision of the world as it had 
traditionally been conceived - a vision which, among other 
things, had authorised the poet to present himself as an 
intermediary between gods (the depositaries of truth) and men, 
and to reserve for himself the exclusive privilege of knowledge. 
Little by little, this consolidated idea began to fade, while a 
different type of knowledge progressively gained ground, for 
which the essential prerequisite was possession and good use of 
logos, i.e. of a faculty which, in principle, was to be regarded as 


common to a// men. However, this fundamentally “non- 
religious” intellectual approach did not prevent the first 
philosophers from retaining a certain fondness for presenting 
themselves as exceptional personalities, nor did it dampen their 
belief that the possibility of entering into contact with their 
doctrines should be regarded as a sort of exclusive privilege. 

This choice that favoured continuity and yet, at the same 
time, embodied a break with the traditional approach to poetry 
explains why some of the more ancient philosophical treatises 
and doctrinal writings were still composed in verse, in a form 
rather similar to that of the hexameter poem with didactic 
content. In effect, the early philosophers drew extensively on 
the repertoire of expressions and formulas that had their origin 
in epic poetry. The most significant example is that of the 
philosopher-poet Xenophanes of Colophon, who launched an 
attack on the anthropomorphism of the Homeric gods in 
hexameter lines reminiscent of the Homeric style. More simply 
stated: the intrinsic rivalry between the mythic and the rational 
conception not infrequently saw rationality take on forms of 
expression and communication that were themselves derived 
from the mythic conception, inasmuch as the latter type of 
communicative medium was felt to be capable of overcoming 
the authoritativeness of the traditional content. 

Another allusion to an explicit opposition between mythos 
and Jogos, each seeking to be recognised as the supreme 
custodian of truth and as the educator of men, is found in the 
fourth-century work of the philosopher Plato, where he recalls 
the “ancient controversy (TtaAaLa Stapopa) between philosophy 
and poetry” (Republic X 607b). 

However, if we consider the role and the value of the poetic 
tradition, we find ourselves left with the question of trying to 
understand why, at a certain point, works began to be 
composed without making use of versification, adopting a form 
of expression that was distinct from the authoritative and 
memorisable metre. In other words, we face the question of why 
compositions began to be drawn up in prose. As we will see 
when analysing the individual figures of this period, the 


disengagement of philosophers from the tools of archaic poetry 
in favour of prose took place at different times and with 
different outcomes. In some cases it arose at a relatively early 
stage, but there were also cases in which the new development 
was by no means a one-way process, but was instead 
characterised by significant returns to the use of poetry even 
once prose had become widely established. 


1.4 The tradition of the pre-Socratic philosophers 


The label of “pre-Socratic” generally refers to thinkers who lived 
between the seventh and the fifth century, i.e. who preceded the 
life and philosophical teaching of Socrates (469-399 B.C.), or 
who for one reason or another were not influenced by the 
thought of Socrates (this is not intended to be a purely 
chronological definition). Glancing at the overall line-up of the 
major figures, one notes that they were active in the colonial 
environment. In particular, after the first rays of philosophical 
thought in the Greek territories of Asia Minor, there arose, 
above all as a consequence of the Persian conquest (around the 
mid-sixth century), a phenomenon of “intellectual migration” 
towards the western colonial area, Sicily and Magna Graecia. It 
was in these western territories that the civilisation of the polis 
had the opportunity to forge its own independent mode of 
development, with flourishing outcomes. Thus southern Italy 
became the stage for some of the most important philosophical 
schools of antiquity. Not until the fifth century did philosophy 
begin to develop and spread in mainland Greece and in 
particular in Athens, which played host both to personalities 
arriving from other geographic areas and also to philosophers 
who had been born in Athens. 

As far as the production of the pre-Socratic philosophers is 
concerned, no work has come down to us in its complete form. 
Their thought is known only from fragments and testimonia of 
varying length. The fragments consist of citations, which 
frequently give rise to challenging problems of interpretation, 
not only because they are often extremely brief and obscure, 


but also because they have come down to us completely 
divorced from their original context. As regards the testimonia, 
the material mainly consists of references of one kind or 
another on the subject of the life and doctrines of this or that 
thinker, but without recording the exact words. For the 
testimonia, of crucial importance is the literature known as 
doxography, which has selected and gathered together the 
opinions (S0€at, doxai) of the different philosophers on a fairly 
wide range of problems. All the above-mentioned forms of 
information are scattered throughout the later literature and 
are almost entirely obtained from the indirect tradition: for 
instance, one of the most important reservoirs of information 
consists of the works of Aristotle, by virtue of his tendency to 
reflect in a historical perspective on the doctrinal past. Until not 
long ago the only fragment of a pre-Socratic thinker that had 
come down to us from the direct tradition consisted of a few 
passages from the work On Truth by Antiphon (fifth century 
B.C.). This remained an isolated case until a papyrus text 
preserved in Strasbourg, which has been deciphered and 
studied after remaining unidentified for many years, was 
recently recognised as containing a part of the poem On Nature 
by the Sicilian philosopher Empedocles. 


1.5 The Seven Sages: a tradition of ethical-practical wisdom 


An archaic heritage of ethical reflection with practical aspects 
lies at the origin of the traditional tales concerning the Seven 
Sages. These were figures who lived in the first half of the sixth 
century, and who were believed to have uttered famous maxims 
offering moral instruction and behavioural guidelines to be 
followed by mankind. The canon of the Seven Sages certainly 
included names that definitely referred to historical characters, 
but their personality and actions underwent what one might call 
a kind of transfiguration, becoming bathed in a legendary aura. 
Their number (i.e. seven) has to be taken as symbolic (in ancient 
Mediterranean cultures, among numerals the number seven 
was the numeral most frequently regarded as having a magical 


and sacred significance), as shown by the fact that the actual 
total count of the characters included in the canon by the 
various ancient traditions in no way coincided with a count of 
seven: rather, it was actually more than twice that amount. 

The characters considered to belong to the canon were from 
a range of different geographic origins and cultural 
backgrounds. They included the philosophers Thales of Miletus 
and Pythagoras of Samos; men active in the world of politics 
such as Pittacus (the tyrant of Mytilene) and Periander (the 
tyrant of Corinth); law-makers such as the Athenian Solon and 
the Spartan Lycurgus (the latter was a semi-legendary character 
or perhaps genuinely legendary); the historiographer Acusilaus 
of Argos; and also Chilon of Sparta, Cleobulus of Lindus (on the 
island of Rhodes), Bias of Priene (in Ionia) and the Scythian 
Anacharsis, the only non-Greek whose name appears in the 
group. The only figures to appear among the Seven Sages 
throughout all the ancient versions of the canon are Thales, 
Solon, Pittacus and Bias. 

The famous mottos attributed to the Seven Sages belonged 
to a tradition that had spread essentially by word of mouth; 
however, often one finds echoes or veritable quotations of this 
sapiential tradition in ancient literature. In remote antiquity 
some mottos had been inscribed on the temple of Apollo in the 
panhellenic sanctuary of Delphi, where they remained closely 
linked to a Delphic-Apollonian form. Among the best known, 
mention should be made of those that recommended the proper 
sense of measure in knowledge of oneself and in the mode of 
behaviour adopted for one’s personal lifestyle, against 
arrogance or presumption and against all forms of excess. 
Particularly well-known are the phrases yv@Ot oautov (gnéthi 
sauton, “know thyself”) and undév ayav (méden agan, “nothing 
in excess”), which recur countless times in Greek literature. A 
written collection was drawn up by the Peripatetic Demetrius of 
Phaleron at the end of the fourth century B.C.: we know a few 
extracts, preserved thanks to the Late Antique scholar John of 
Stobi (fifth century A.D.). 


2 Ionian philosophy 


2.1 The “school” of Miletus 


According to the most ancient tradition, the earliest forms of 
naturalistic observation and philosophical speculation took 
shape in the Ionian colony of Miletus, a splendid and well- 
developed Greek city of Asia Minor. It was the epicentre of 
commercial and cultural activities right up to the time of its 
destruction at the hands of the Persians, in 494 B.C. Between the 
end of the seventh century and the beginning of the sixth, 
Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes were among the major 
cultural figures in Miletus. Discussion has long focused on the 
question of whether these three figures, who had numerous 
interests in common and were active in more or less the same 
decades, were in contact with one another and systematically 
imparted their knowledge to a group of followers, which would 
allow us to speak of a genuine “Ionian philosophical school.” 

The investigations carried out by these thinkers differed 
from the approach adopted by the sages of the tradition, who 
devoted more attention to supplying precepts of life. In contrast, 
the Ionian philosophers embarked on genuine rational 
speculation, addressing the fundamental problem of the quest 
for the arché (apxn), i.e. for the natural principle that would 
provide a total explanation of the essence of things and of why 
and how they are structured in their existing form. Thus the first 
question addressed by Greek philosophy, as it took its 
primordial steps, concerned the origin of things on a physical- 
naturalistic level. This was already accompanied, to some extent, 
by gnoseological or cognitive questions, focusing on examining 
the process that leads to the formation of knowledge: these 
early philosophers assigned an important role to sense 
perception, regarded as the essential tool for acquisition of 
information to be subjected to rational disquisition. 


2.1.1 Thales of Miletus 


On the basis of ancient testimonies, the life of Thales is to be 
placed between the last quarter of the seventh century and the 
middle of the sixth. One helpful element for his dating is 
provided by the eclipse of the sun which, according to the 
assertion of Herodotus (I 74), Thales was able to foresee thanks 
to his astronomic calculations. The possible dates of the eclipse 
are 610, 597 or 585 B.C. Some sources set Thales in relation with 
episodes prior to the Persian occupation of Ionia, which took 
place no earlier than the conquest of Lydia (546 B.C.). No trace is 
left of Thales’ production and he does not appear to have set 
out his thought in a written form. 

Thales appears in the ancient lists of the Seven Sages; 
Aristotle describes him as puotoAdyos (physiologos), i.e. as a 
scholar who studied nature. This characterisation is due to 
Thales’ marked interest in naturalistic and biological, 
mathematical and also astronomical sciences. The “scientific” 
and speculative aspect of his wisdom emerges from the sources, 
which associate his name with several celebrated anecdotes of 
antiquity. For example, his character as a profoundly speculative 
thinker is testified emblematically by the episode - mentioned 
by Plato (Theaetetus 174a) - which relates that the philosopher, 
concentrating intensely on observation of the stars, fell into a 
well and was mocked by a servant girl because his attention to 
the sky had diverted his attention from where he was putting his 
feet on earth. Aristotle (Politics 1 1259a 5-18) reports that Thales 
had been criticised for his poverty and the pointlessness of 
philosophy, yet had shown that he was perfectly capable of 
acquiring wealth by forecasting an abundant olive harvest and 
thus securing in advance strong control over all the olive 
presses of Miletus. This anecdote was taken as implying that a 
philosopher is capable of earning a living thanks to his 
knowledge and wisdom: if he fails to do so, it is because he has 
no interest in the question. 

Basing his approach on empirical observation, but also on 
Greek mythic beliefs and the Egyptian cosmogonic tradition, 
Thales identified water - or rather, the liquid or humid element - 
as constituting the arché or primordial element of all things, 


from which all things derive. In Thales’ thought, the role played 
by the search for causes can also be perceived in his attempt to 
find an explanation for certain phenomena of a geological type, 
such as earthquakes and the Nile floods, which the philosopher 
attributed to the action or the physical characteristics of water. 


2.1.2 Anaximander of Miletus 


According to a widely accepted account, Anaximander was born 
in Miletus around 610 B.C., and died in about 546. Among the 
episodes of his life, the sources mention that he headed an 
expedition of colonists from his city who were on their way to 
found the colony of Apollonia on the Pontus (Black Sea). 

If the sources are to be believed, it would appear that 
Anaximander was a pupil of Thales. Like the latter, Anaximander 
bequeathed to posterity the image of a scientist and innovator: 
he is credited, in particular, with several inventions, including a 
solar clock. Moreover, the ancient sources consider him to have 
been the first thinker who took the initiative of entrusting his 
thought to a written text, thereby making it accessible. His work 
on nature is said to have been written in prose: this would make 
him the first prose writer known to us in Greek history. However, 
the use of prose did not prevent him from drawing on the 
repertoire of expressions crystallised in the tradition of poetry. 
The work in question is said to have been a sort of presentation 
of the physical history of the cosmos, starting from its 
formation. 

Anaximander, unlike Thales, did not believe that the arché 
was to be identified as one single element; rather, he construed 
it as an indistinct and more complex principle, to Grtetpov (to 
apeiron), a term which means “the limitless,” “the unlimited,” 
“the indefinite.” The concept of element/substance and that of 
quality coexist in the apeiron without distinction: on the one 
hand, it is an unlimited primordial being/substance, which 
contains, together, all the things that derive from it; on the 
other, it is an indeterminate set that contains, undistinguished, 


all the differences and the contraries that derive from it. The 
primordial equilibrium of the apeiron explains the succession of 
Opposite phenomena and the cyclical and incessant repetition of 
production and destruction that is an intrinsic feature of nature. 
The contraries coexist in the apeiron: they become detached 
from it due to the effect of movement, after which they once 
more merge together in a cyclical alternation. This leads to a 
cyclical conception of events and therefore of time. 

In the manner of his master, Anaximander endeavoured to 
provide an explanation of natural phenomena, but whereas 
Thales considered the earth to be flat, Anaximander asserted 
that it had a cylindrical form; its height is one-third of its width, it 
is Suspended in the universe at an equal distance from all things 
(and therefore in the centre) and it is not sustained by anything 
(conception of an organic cosmic equilibrium). 


2.1.3 Anaximenes of Miletus 


The third character of the Miletus “school,” probably a pupil of 
Anaximander - or, at least, this is how the ancient sources 
present him - and, like the latter, the author of a prose treatise 
on nature, lived approximately between 590 and 525 B.C. 

Simplifying the doctrine of his “master” and returning toa 
particular principle, he firmly believed that aér (arnp) was the 
archetypal element of all things. The term aér is usually 
rendered by “air,” but this is overly simplistic, as the term more 
properly means anything that is gaseous, volatile, impalpable. 
Through the influence of the thought of Anaximander, this 
prime principle is regarded as the element wherein all things are 
merged; it is unbounded and in perennial movement, and it is 
the only substance from which fire is said to derive by 
rarefaction, and water and the earth by condensation. Starting 
out from this principle, Anaximander developed an explanation 
for many natural phenomena of a physical, biological, geological 
and astronomical type. 


2.2 Development of Ionian thought between the Sixth and 
the Fifth Century B.C. 


The generation of thinkers who were active in the Ionian 
colonies of Asia Minor between the sixth and the fifth century 
B.C. had to contend with tyrannical regimes, expansionist aims 
towards the sea by the kingdom of Lydia and the consequences 
on the political-cultural level resulting from the Persian 
domination, which began in around 540. Therefore this became 
a period of “intellectual emigration,” which made no small 
contribution to the exporting of the wellsprings of philosophical 
speculation - originating from Ionia - towards the flourishing 
colonies of Magna Graecia. The figures of Pythagoras and 
Xenophanes were paradigmatic of this historical phenomenon, 
while the philosopher Heraclitus of Ephesus, in his proud elitism, 
subscribed to the aristocratic regime imposed by Persia, 
dissociating himself from the demands for greater 
independence voiced by his compatriots. 

Pythagoras of Samos, who was born around 570 B.C. on that 
island facing the Ionian coast of Asia Minor, opted to leave his 
homeland in order to flee from the regime of the tyrant 
Polycrates and to settle in Magna Graecia, where he engaged in 
intense study and philosophical teaching activities. The 
philosopher-poet Xenophanes of Colophon, born around 565 
B.C., left his homeland twice: once, following the occupation by 
Croesus (555), and then in a definitive emigration to Magna 
Graecia after the Persian occupation (540). In his new area he 
engaged in work as a wandering rhapsode and travelled 
through a number of cities, which probably included Elea on the 
coast of Campania. He died in the early decades of the fifth 
century, perhaps around 480. We will deal with these two figures 
in greater detail in the subsequent chapter on philosophy in 
Magna Graecia. 


2.2.1 Heraclitus of Ephesus 


Born in Ephesus, the most important Ionian city of Asia Minor 


after the Persian destruction of Miletus, Heraclitus lived 
between the sixth and the fifth century; his akmé can be set 
around 500 B.C. His father, called Bloson, belonged to an 
aristocratic family, whose forebears had reigned over the city. 
Heraclitus himself, on the other hand, opted to decline the 
option of presiding over public functions and turned down, in 
favour of his brother, a position of responsibility for priestly 
functions and all the privileges he would have been entitled to 
enjoy. He showed himself to be scornful and sarcastic towards 
his fellow citizens, railing against their feebleness (fr. 121 Diels- 
Kranz): “All the adult Ephesians ought to hang themselves and 
to leave the city to beardless boys: for they exiled Hermodorus, 
the one man of them who was most beneficial, saying ‘Let there 
not be one man among us who is the most beneficial - 
otherwise, may he be elsewhere and among others’”; (fr. 125a 
D.-K.): “‘May your wealth never abandon you’, he said, ‘men of 
Ephesus, so that your wickedness can be proven’.” These were 
criticisms internal to the aristocracy. Heraclitus had supported 
Hermodorus’ attempt to pacify the rivalry and solve the social 
crises, but without success. His idea was that it was worth 
paying obeisance even to just one person, if the reference were 
to an excellent man. As a contemporary of the Persian king 
Darius, Heraclitus witnessed the expansion of Persian dominion 
right up to the coasts of Asia Minor; during the Persian 
occupation of the Greek colonies of Asia, he engaged in political 
activity by cooperating with the pro-Persian aristocratic regime. 
Then, when even the population of Ephesus, like that of the 
other Ionian cities, rebelled against foreign domination, he 
abandoned his political activities and withdrew into solitude. 

On the literary plane, Heraclitus opted in favour of prose to 
express his thought, thereby embracing the approach of the 
Ionian philosophers of Miletus who had preceded him. He was 
the author of a work in Ionian prose, which in antiquity was 
known by the title On Nature (Nepi pUoews). A few fragments of 
this text have come down to us, often consisting of short, 
obscure and enigmatic statements, which seem to point more to 
a collection of aphorisms than to a fairly extensive and 


systematic presentation - assuming that this is genuinely an 
independent characteristic, and not an element resulting from 
the indirect tradition which has transmitted to us (and, in so 
doing, altered) the fragments themselves. 

To the extent to which it can be reconstructed, one notes in 
Heraclitus’ doctrine certain aspects of the earlier Ionian 
reflection, but the depth of his speculative thought would 
appear to be different, although caution should be exercised in 
making such a statement, given how little we know and how 
little has been preserved, both of Heraclitus’ production and of 
Ionian philosophy itself. Heraclitus puts forward the view that as 
a general rule humans are unable to elevate themselves to the 
truth, and are incapable of making the best use of their 
cognitive tools, even when the truth is pointed out to them. 
Central to his perspective is the conception of reality as the 
balance between opposites (a conception that in some sense 
calls to mind the apeiron of Anaximander) which is therefore in a 
constant state of becoming. Through the dialectical contrast of 
opposites (day/night, winter/summer, war/peace, satiation/ 
hunger), harmony among things that are in constant movement 
(TaAivtpottos appovin, the harmony of opposite directions) is 
accomplished. Reality is essentially one and one alone and 
unitary, whereas opposition (“war,” TtOAEuoc) detaches the 
opposites, giving rise to multiplicity, which is the object of our 
experience. There is no contradiction between unity and 
multiplicity: unity is the unity of contraries which exist as such in 
the unity that conjoins them. Therefore it is necessary to admit a 
constant dialectic of transition from one thing to another, of 
transformation, discord and concord of the elements. Since the 
fact of transitions and of changing from one state to another is a 
necessary presupposition of the identity between unity and 
opposites, there need be no surprise in noting that Heraclitean 
thought is emblematically identified by the celebrated aphorism 
Ttavta pet (panta rhei), “everything flows.” This maxim does not 
refer intrinsically to the transitoriness of everything in the sense 
of ascribing an ephemeral character to all things: it points, 
instead, to a situation whereby there is a dynamic 


transformation from one state to another, in an interplay of 
unstable equilibrium between opposite and extreme conditions. 
In actual fact, however, no ancient source attributes these 
specific words to Heraclitus: they are drawn from a description 
of his doctrine contained in the Lives of the Philosophers by 
Diogenes Laertius (third century A.D.), where one finds the 
statement that “all things come about through opposition and 
every thing flows like a river.” But the concept is clear in the 
following fragment, which this time is quoted directly (fr. 91 D.- 
K.): “It is always different waters that flow toward those who 
step into the same rivers.” 

Another element of affinity with the earlier Ionian 
philosophers can be seen in the fact that Heraclitus identifies a 
first principle or arché of everything. It resided, he asserted, in 
fire, which is characterised by transformations giving rise to all 
that exists. The idea of the life-giving breath of fire, from which 
everything originates, was associated in Heraclitus’ vision with 
that of an order, or Adyoc (/ogos), that regulates the eternal 
movement of the world in its constant transformations. This was 
no less than a cosmic principle, which at times appears to take 
on divine attributes. There is only one universe, which sprang 
from fire and will come to an end in fire once more, in a final 
conflagration, according to a cyclical exchange among given 
periods. In this evolution, war or contest give birth to things by 
separating the opposites, while agreement or peace lead to the 
fusion of things and thus to their destruction. 

We mentioned above the often sibylline nature of the 
fragments that have come down to us. It cannot be ruled out 
that this presentation could partly depend on the manner in 
which the ancient authors selected and cited the passages from 
the body of Heraclitean works. What is certain, however, is that 
Heraclitus was nicknamed oxotetvoc (“obscure”), evidently on 
account of the complexity and difficulty of his thought. His style, 
characterised by rhythmical and rhetorical choices designed to 
confer oracular solemnity on his text, would appear to confirm 
that the obscurity was intentional and was designed to convey 
an exclusive and initiatory idea of philosophical knowledge. In 


fact it was Heraclitus himself who suggested the analogy 
between an obscure expression and the oracular style when, in 
connection with the Delphic responses of Apollo, he asserted 
that “the lord whose oracle is the one in Delphi neither speaks 
nor hides, but gives signs (onuatvet, semainei)” (fr. 93 D.-K.). 

Furthermore, the very fact that he committed his work to the 
written prose form (probably without any interest in its oral 
circulation) and, according to an ancient tradition, that he 
deposited it at the temple of Artemis Ephesia, conveys the 
image of a Heraclitus who proudly and painstakingly underlines 
the aristocratic and sacral superiority of his thought. Such an 
assumption could, however, belong more specifically to the 
anecdotal image built up by the tradition than to actual truth. 
But it should not be overlooked that during the era in question, 
temples fulfilled a number of functions, including that of 
treasuries, repositories and public archives: thus if the 
circumstance described is genuine, then it could or must have 
meant that the book was entrusted to an official place and was 
thereby protected against manipulations and plagiarism. 
However, this by no means impeded the circulation of the work. 
Socrates is said to have joked about the unusual profundity of 
the work, after reading a copy Euripides had apparently lent 
him. Naturally, this anecdote, like many others, may have been 
completely invented, but even the very fact of its existence is a 
source of information on the circulation of the Heraclitean text 
in Athens. 


3 Philosophy in Magna Graecia between the Sixth 
and the Fifth Century B.C. 


3.1 Intellectual emigration from Ionia 


In the wake of the Persian occupation and the resulting socio- 
political upheavals, during the second half of the sixth century 
B.C. the Ionian cities experienced a decline in the lively 

intellectual atmosphere that had characterised the area in the 


previous century. Among the causes, one can cite the imposition 
of administrative structures that were dependent on the 
centralised monarchic authority and the ensuing suffocation of 
the civil liberties of the po/eis. It should also be noted that such 
an effect was not devoid of the influence of the tyrannical 
regimes in certain cities, which were often tolerated by the king 
of Persia as the tyrants were more amenable to forms of 
subjugation to foreign powers. Additional factors weakening the 
cultural vitality of Ionia can be perceived in the decreased 
availability of venues for free exchange of ideas or development 
of thought processes, as well as the conflict that had openly 
broken out in 499 B.C. in the aftermath of the revolt against 
Persia by the subjugated Greek cities, amid the basic 
indifference of the poleis of the Hellenic motherland. 

These were the determining factors leading to a 
phenomenon of “intellectual emigration” from Ionia towards 
the western colonial area, in Sicily and in parts of southern Italy, 
known as Magna Graecia. It was here that some of the most 
important figures of thinkers and philosophers of the last phase 
of the Archaic Age established their new seat of learning and 
imparted their doctrinal teachings. In Croton (Calabria) 
Pythagoras of Samos founded the school that bears his name; 
Xenophanes of Colophon travelled and dwelt at various times in 
these zones; Parmenides set up his school at Elea in Campania. 
In the case of Pythagoras and Parmenides, their work gave rise 
to forms of thought that underwent significant developments in 
the fifth century and later. 


3.2 Pythagoras of Samos 


Pythagoras of Samos was the first thinker of notable intellectual 
stature to abandon Ionia and move to Magna Graecia. There is 
substantial ancient evidence testifying to his life, including the 
biographies composed in the third century A.D. by Diogenes 
Laertius and the Neoplatonic philosophers Porphyry and 
Iamblichus. Born around 570 B.C. on the island of Samos, facing 
the Ionian coast of Asia Minor, Pythagoras left his homeland on 


account of conflict with the regime of the tyrant Polycrates 
(about 537-522 B.C.). After several journeys to Egypt and 
Babylonia, he moved to Croton in Magna Graecia, where he 
founded a philosophical school, which was not devoid of 
religious connotations. It exercised a marked influence on both 
the government of the city and the whole of the region for 
several years; subsequently, however, facing conflict from the 
democratic faction of the city, Pythagoras was constrained, as a 
result of a rebellion, to move to Metapontum, where he spent 
the rest of his life until his death in the early years of the fifth 
century. 

It is difficult to find one’s way among the vast quantity of 
biographical information that has come down to us concerning 
the figure of Pythagoras, much of which is almost certainly false, 
having arisen over time to glorify the figure of the master. 
Equally problematic is the task of sifting through the ancient 
sources to trace the genuine aspects of his thought, which in the 
course of the centuries has been extended by a great harvest of 
theories and doctrines that certainly cannot be ascribed to 
Pythagoras. Yet in one way or another these offshoots have 
drawn inspiration from his ideas and his personality and have 
contributed to developments of Pythagorean thought in 
different historical periods. The quest for genuine Pythagorean 
doctrine is further complicated by the fact that, as far as we 
know, Pythagoras never composed a written work in order to 
expound his ideas. From the very beginning, the tradition of his 
teachings was sustained (and therefore mediated) by his 
disciples, and it has come down to us only through the writing of 
later authors. Thus Pythagoreanism should be understood in 
the sense of a current of doctrine composed of a wide variety of 
elements and also including additional material stemming from 
later periods, and the latter may have been temporally remote 
from one another. Furthermore, during these transitions the 
contents themselves may have undergone marked 
transformations, yet they nevertheless continued to display 
remarkable homogeneousness inasmuch as their philosophical 
inspiration centred strongly around the figure of the Master. 


Basically, the most ancient core of Pythagorean practices 
would appear to have been characterised by an interaction in 
which Ionian reflection on nature and on man was blended with 
the proposal of an ethical path towards purification. Such a path 
was to be obtained by knowledge of the rational structure of the 
cosmos and a series of magical-symbolic practices. Pythagoras 
regarded the world as a harmonious system (a KOouoc, kosmos) 
regulated by numerical relations that constitute the rational 
order of its structure. Interest in physical, mathematical and 
astronomical disciplines characterised the Pythagorean school 
throughout its protracted history, in which confidence in the 
tools of analysis and measurement devised by human reason 
was typically intermingled with mystical beliefs in the magical 
and symbolic meaning of reality. 

The idea of an organic connection among the parts of the 
cosmos can also be perceived in the theory of metempsychosis 
or transmigration of souls, based on a marked body/soul 
dualism and on belief in the immortality of the soul. Each animal 
creature is endowed with a soul, which after death migrates into 
another individual: it passes into a superior being if in its 
previous existence it overcame all the passions of life, but into 
an inferior creature if, on the contrary, it allowed itself to be 
overcome by passions. From this doctrine there derived the 
vegetarian practice of abstention from meat (and from some 
types of legumes, such as fava beans); the followers of 
Pythagorism adhered rigidly to these precepts. 

According to an ancient tradition, after the founder’s death 
many of his followers perished at Croton in a great fire. The 
survivors devoted themselves to diffusion of the Pythagorean 
doctrines and succeeded in keeping the school alive throughout 
the fifth century. Lysis and Critolaus founded a school at Thebes 
in Greece. Archippus established his residence at Tarentum. The 
most important exponents of Pythagoreanism in the fifth 
century were Philolaus of Croton (who would later also spend a 
period of time at Thebes) and his fellow countryman Alcmaeon. 
The latter was regarded, among other things, as the first author 
of a treatise on medicine, in which the results of the 


observations he performed were perhaps influenced by 
Pythagorean ideas. Alcmaeon is credited with the doctrine on 
the centrality of brain function within the human body and with 
the concept that human things are to a large extent 
characterised by a series of binary oppositions. 


3.3 Xenophanes of Colophon 


Another figure of an intellectual who emigrated to Magna 
Graecia in the second half of the sixth century was Xenophanes 
of Colophon, whom we mentioned earlier in the chapter 
devoted to the elegiac poetry (cf. The Archaic Age III 2.12). After 
completing his education and training in the cultural climate 
that had represented the background of Ionian philosophy (the 
tradition presents him as a pupil of Anaximander), he 
abandoned his city shortly after the Persian occupation, in 540, 
and joined the settlers from nearby Phocaea, with whom he 
travelled to the southwestern coast of Italy. He travelled 
extensively throughout these areas for many years, also 
performing as a wandering rhapsode; in addition, it would 
appear that he stayed for a while in Campania, at Elea. The 
authoritative and much debated testimony by the two great 
philosophers of the fourth century, Plato and Aristotle, who 
believed that Xenophanes’ ideas on divinity bore some relation 
to Parmenidean doctrines on Being and on the One, have led to 
the suggestion that Xenophanes should be considered as the 
founder or inspirer of the Eleatic school. But the hypothesis that 
he may have had genuine contact with Parmenides and 
conceivably influenced the latter in some way is not supported 
by any valid evidence. Rather, Xenophanes appears to have 
continued to proceed along the road of the nonreligious 
rationalist spirit of the philosophers of Miletus, in line with their 
critique of the mythic-religious tradition. 

Earlier, we brought up the question of the polemical and 
anticonformist character of this philosopher-poet, who in the 
satirical lines of Si/loi was quite prepared to launch into a tirade 
against the false types of knowledge presented and introduced 


into circulation by the kind of poetry that drew its inspiration 
from mythology. Xenophanes strongly desired to demystify the 
religious tradition by appealing to rationalist conceptions. The 
ancient sources attribute to him a work On Nature, probably 
similar, as far as its method and contents are concerned, to the 
writings of the Ionian philosophers; this work was likewise 
characterised by the rationalist approach, but composed in the 
hexameters of traditional epic (as would also be the case of the 
works by later philosophers, such as Parmenides and 
Empedocles, as we shall see). The subjects addressed, partly 
also with the support of naturalistic observation, concerned a 
series of physical and cosmological problems, such as the 
consistency and shape of the earth, and the origin of animate 
beings. 

The theological thought that emerges from the surviving 
fragments of Xenophanes is consistent with his criticism of the 
anthropomorphism of the gods of myth and poetic 
representation found in Si/loi. Furthermore, in his work On 
Nature one finds a monotheistic conception, which also certainly 
adopts a polemical - or at least divergent - attitude in 
comparison to the traditional beliefs, as can be noted in fr. 23 
Diels-Kranz: “One god, among both gods and humans the 
greatest, / neither in bodily frame similar to mortals nor in 
thought.” 


3.4 The Eleatic School 


While the Pythagorean school, even after the death of its 
founder at the outset of the fifth century, continued to flourish 
through the activity of its followers, a new philosophical doctrine 
was taking shape in the Campanian city of Elea. The Eleatic 
school (i.e. the school of Elea) took its first steps under its 
initiator Parmenides, and developed over the course of roughly 
a century, between the beginning and the end of the fifth 
century B.C. Two of the disciples of Parmenides, Zeno of Elea 
and Melissus, lived and were active after the Persian Wars, at the 
height of the Classical Age, but for reasons of continuity we will 


describe their activity in the present chapter. 
3.4.1 Parmenides of Elea 


Parmenides was born between 540 and 520 B.C. in the 
Campanian city of Elea (later named Velia by the Romans), a 
colony of the Ionian town of Phocaea. Only scanty biographical 
documentation on Parmenides is available: we know that he 
engaged in law-making activities in his native city, but there is 
no documentary evidence confirming the suggestion that he 
may have had contact with Xenophanes of Colophon in Elea. In 
the dialogue entitled Parmenides, Plato states that at the age of 
65 the philosopher went on a journey to Athens, in the company 
of his disciple Zeno, in order to be present at the celebration of 
the Great Panathenaeic Games. On the same occasion, Plato 
continues, Parmenides met the still rather young Socrates (born 
in 469): we may therefore surmise that the journey was 
undertaken towards the middle of the fifth century, and 
Parmenides probably died a few years later. 

Parmenides’ reflection marks an important turning point in 
the history of Greek thought. The Ionian philosophers had 
concerned themselves with the observation of nature, seeking 
to find therein the primordial principle that unified the whole of 
reality, and assigning a crucial role to sensory experience in the 
acquisition of knowledge. The Parmenidean approach, on the 
other hand, awarded priority to the problem of being or the 
ontological problem, to be investigated purely through rational 
speculation. It was thus denied that sensory faculties possessed 
any genuine cognitive effectiveness, dependent as they were on 
the deceptive appearance of opinions (doxai): thus the senses 
were downgraded because that which they reveal, namely the 
ceaseless becoming of all things, proves to be incompatible with 
the criteria established by rational thought. Reason, on the 
other hand, was deemed to have the ability, while drawing 
exclusively on its own resources, to reach truth (aAn@Ein, 
alétheié), the immobile and unchangeable being which is one 


and one alone and homogeneous, ungenerated and beyond the 
bounds of time, incorruptible and indivisible. These were 
conceptual acquisitions and aspects of speculative thought that 
would long be at the forefront of debate within the 
philosophical schools of the fifth century and would exert no 
small influence on the thought of Plato and Aristotle. 

For the exposition and circulation of his doctrines, 
Parmenides composed a work On Nature (Nepi pUoews), in the 
form of a poem in hexameters. This was a strikingly significant 
choice, because it expressed the intention to forge a link with 
the solemn and authoritative tradition of epic poetry by 
redeploying its forms of expression. Twenty or so fragments 
have come down to us, for a total of about 150 lines. These 
enable us to gain a reasonable understanding of the main lines 
of Parmenides’ thought. Particularly famous is the proem, in 
which the philosopher presents his work and introduces the 
basic foundations of his doctrine in an allegorical form, making 
use of a repertoire of mythological images that was typical of 
the poetic tradition. Thus there can be no fundamental split 
between the poet and the philosopher: the use of the traditional 
modes of expression is carefully moulded to express their 
intrinsic and specific content. 

On the horse-drawn chariot of the Heliades (the daughters 
of the Sun), having left the dwelling places of Night, he travels 
towards light and is led up to the doorway that divides the paths 
of Night from those of Day: Dike, the goddess Justice, holds the 
keys to the door. The Heliades obtain the opening of the door 
and the chariot can pass through: the philosopher receives a 
warm welcome from the goddess, who reveals to him that a 
divine decree and a quest for justice have led him to undertake 
this journey far away from the paths trodden by mankind. “It is 
necessary,” the goddess explains, “that you learn everything, / 
both the unshakeable heart of well-convincing truth / and the 
opinions of mortals, in which there is no true belief” (fr. 1 Diels- 
Kranz, 28-30). Even if the doctrine is introduced in the form of a 
divine revelation, for Parmenides truth constitutes an absolutely 
rational reality. This is shown by the essential fact that truth is 


accessible to human reason, and the latter is required to have 
the character of intrinsic necessity as the outcome of a search. 
As far as we can see from the surviving fragments, the passage 
continued in the form of a sort of “narrated dialogue” which 
depicted the goddess addressing the philosopher directly, 
leading him bit by bit to explore all the various aspects of 
knowledge and to reach truth. 

The character of philosophy as a purely rational quest can 
be perceived very clearly in a fragment where the goddess 
imparts her teachings to the philosopher so that he may know 
which lines of research are the only paths that can be thought. 
One is the pathway of affirmation, concerning that which is and 
cannot fail to be, and leading to knowledge of being in its 
atemporality, unchangeability and homogeneity. The other is 
the path of negation, concerning that which is not and must not 
be: this is a highly obscure path because that which is not 
cannot either be thought or said. Of these two research 
pathways, only the first can be undertaken, because only the 
very concept of being can be thought and said, whereas non- 
being cannot either be thought or said. Therefore language and 
thought concern only the fact of being: one can assert and think 
only that which is. The method is that of proceeding according 
to a rigorous logical and rational approach, which leads to the 
above mentioned definition of being and to a downgrading of 
sensory reality, which does not possess the characteristics of 
being. 

The most frequent route chosen by man is in effect a third 
pathway, a sort of hybrid in which being and non-being are 
blended. This route makes its appearance in a fragment (fr. 6 D.- 
K.) where the goddess mentions the route “which mortals who 
know nothing / invent (...) who suppose that ‘this is and is not’ 
(or: that to be and not to be) is the same / and not the same, 
and that of all things the path is backward-turning.” Men 
consider being and non-being to be “identical,” because they 
admit that the two may coexist: deceived by appearances, men 
fail to grasp the absolute separation between being and non- 
being, and they do not appreciate the impossibility of thinking 


the sensory world rationally. Man’s “knowledge” of the sensory 
world differs in essence from real and rational knowledge: it is 
imperfect knowledge, defined as “opinion” (doxa), through 
which man must pass on account of his experience of 
phenomenal reality, which still needs to be explained in some 
manner. In effect, in the proem the goddess had urged that the 
Opinions of mortals should also be learned, despite the fact that 
no true credibility can be attributed to the ideas of humans. This 
allows a return to the question of nature and observable 
phenomena: the opinion of men concerns sensory things and, 
without succeeding in solving the contradictions, it stops at the 
changeable and deceptive appearance of multiple reality and of 
becoming, characterised as the latter is by the fact of arising and 
therefore of taking place in time, changing, becoming 
corrupted. 

But that is not the path of real rational knowledge the 
philosopher should follow, 


For never at all could you master this: that things that are 
not are. 


But as for you, keep your thought away from this road of 
investigation 


and do not let much-experienced habit force you down 
onto this road, 


to wield an aimless eye and an echoing ear 


and tongue - no, by the argument decide the much- 
disputed refutation 


spoken by me. There only remains the word of the path: 
‘Is’. On this one there are signs, 


very many of them: that being, it is ungenerated, 
indestructible, 


complete, single-born, untrembling and unending 


and was not, nor will it be at some time, since it is now, 
together, whole, 


one, continuous. For what birth could you seek for it? (frr. 
7-8 D.-K., 1-10). 


From the stylistic point of view, the Parmenidean poem 
constitutes an interesting attempt at expansion and innovation 
of the heritage of expressions that harked back to the epic age, 
by combining the traditional code of poetry with the most 
appropriate terminology and syntactic structures that would 
allow a suitable rendering of philosophical thought. Admittedly, 
there is no lack of awkward formulations and stylistic oddities, 
but it is undeniable that the encounter between the hexameter 
of the epic-narrative tradition and the speculative thought of 
Parmenides gave rise to a highly innovative adaptation and was 
developed with great expertise. 


3.4.2 The followers of Parmenides: Zeno and Melissus 


The theory of being expounded by Parmenides attracted 
considerable interest in the Greek world, and also aroused a 
certain degree of criticism. The master’s thought was defended 
and developed by his disciples, anong whom the major 
exponent was his fellow citizen, Zeno of Elea. According to the 
above mentioned circumstance related by Plato, Zeno was 
barely over the age of forty when, towards the middle of the 
fifth century, he travelled to Athens with Parmenides; 
accordingly, his date of birth is likely to have been around 490, 
while his death is estimated to have been in the second half of 
the century. The sources also recall his proud and tenacious 
opposition to a tyrant of Elea (Nearchus or Demilus). 

The name of Zeno is linked to several famous logical 
arguments, designed to confute criticisms of Parmenidean 
doctrine. On account of these arguments he was dubbed the 
“inventor of dialectics” by Aristotle. The aim of Zeno’s line of 
argument was to demonstrate the unacceptability of the claim 


of the multiplicity of being, adducing a number of paradoxical 
consequences of this claim in order to support his argument. 
Among his most celebrated paradoxes, mention should be 
made of the “arrow paradox,” which stated that an arrow shot 
from the bow will never reach the target because it is not 
possible for it to touch, within a finite length of time, an infinite 
number of points in space. The same logic underlies the well- 
known “paradox of Achilles and the tortoise”: even though he is 
“swift-footed,” Achilles will never be able to catch up with a 
tortoise that started earlier than him, slow though the latter is, 
for every time Achilles reaches the point where the tortoise was 
a moment earlier, the tortoise itself will already be ata 
subsequent point. 

Contributions to the doctrine of being were also provided by 
Melissus of Samos, who was roughly twenty years younger than 
Zeno, and was active as a politician on the Ionian island. It was 
Melissus who successfully defended Samos in 441/0 B.C., 
victoriously leading a fleet against the Athenian ships 
commanded by Pericles. Melissus is remembered in the sources 
for having drawn a distinction between his own views and the 
doctrine of Parmenides, expressing the original idea of the 
infinity of being and reaching the conclusion that particular 
existences are purely illusory. 


V Historiography 


1 The origins of Greek historiography 


1.1 First traces of historical awareness in archaic poetry 


In the most ancient forms of archaic Greek culture, namely epic 
and didactic poetry, flashes of awareness of a past can be 
perceived, as well as the sense of a development extending over 


a prolonged span of time. These moments of awareness can be 
defined as precedents of historical thought and can therefore be 
considered as the prelude to the birth of historiography. 

For example, even in heroic and also in didactic epic there 
was some perception of the difference between present and 
past, and of the difference between the men of long ago and 
those of the current era: this can be noted, for instance, when 
reference is made to actions performed by persons belonging to 
a previous generation. Thus Nestor, now an old man, tells of 
episodes he personally witnessed in his youth; these were 
events that took place a generation before the lifetime of his 
listeners and they are therefore considered as if they were 
ancient stories retold in the present (Iliad XI 670-761). The hero 
Tlepolemus recalls a feat performed by his father Heracles, 
when the latter undertook an expedition against Laomedon, the 
king of Troy and father of Priam (I/iad V 638-642). With regard to 
Diomedes and Sthenelus, who were present together on the 
battle field of Troy, Homer states they are the offspring 
respectively of Tydeus and Capaneus, two of the seven heroes 
who had taken part in the first expedition against Thebes. 
Furthermore, in another passage Sthenelus contrasts their 
fathers’ failure with the successful expedition subsequently 
undertaken by the Epigoni (I/iad IV 370-410). This effectively 
establishes a relative chronology indicating that the first and the 
second expedition against Thebes were separated by a 
generation, whereas the fact that warriors such as Diomedes 
and Sthenelus took part both in the second expedition to 
Thebes and also in the Trojan War shows that the two events 
belonged to the same generation and were perceived in this 
chronological succession. 

Awareness of a chronological continuity was often 
expressed in terms of genealogical relations among characters 
who took part in different events that were temporally distant 
from one another. This is by no means surprising, as genealogy 
is one of the most ancient mental structures for organising 
mythic and historical time; moreover, as we will see, it 
constitutes one of the most significant points of contact 


between epic-didactic poetry and archaic historiography. Even 
the very formation of an epic cycle presupposes an extensive 
historical-chronological framework of epos itself, as well as 
recognition of a succession of “before” and “after,” in which the 
events narrated in the myth are arranged around a central focal 
event consisting of the Trojan saga, with a beginning (the 
wedding of Peleus and Thetis) and a conclusion (the 
developments involving the offspring of Odysseus). 

In epic one also finds passages that point to an interest in 
ethnographic and geographic aspects. The heroes describe the 
lands they encounter during their voyage, with the same 
interest in distances and mooring points that characterise the 
description of journeys by sea known to us from later eras. It 
can thus be surmised that such descriptions already existed in 
the early Archaic Age, either in written or oral form. 
Furthermore, reports describing the navigation routes along the 
coast reveal an understanding of the need for safe sailing. But in 
addition to these features, there are a few cases that reveal an 
explicit historical-ethnographic sensitivity, as in Iliad II 867-869, 
where it is stated that the city of Miletus and its surrounding 
area are inhabited by “Carians who spoke a barbarian tongue”; 
although this piece of information is probably wrong, what is 
noteworthy is the fact that Greek epic was conscious of the pre- 
Greek character of Miletus. 

The idea of a succession of lineages or generations is 
expressed in Hesiod’s poetry in a mythic form through the 
description of the five ages, which in his account began with the 
men of the Golden Age and are now coming to an end with the 
current Iron Age. The picture Hesiod builds up embodies the 
first attempt at constructing a cyclical theory centring on the 
idea of gradual decadence within the history of mankind. 
Moreover, the grandiose Hesiodic attempt, in Theogony and 
Catalogue of Women, to delineate an ordered system of divine 
and heroic genealogies also includes recourse to genealogical 
succession as a chronological fact. 

Significant traces of historical awareness also emerge from 
the fragments of archaic lyric poetry, first and foremost among 


the elegiac poets, who devoted some attention to reminiscences 
and narration of noteworthy human actions. For instance, one 
finds cases of a veritable propensity to evoke memory of the 
past. Thus Tyrtaeus, speaking to the combat units of the Second 
Messenian War, recalls the first conflict, which dates back toa 
few decades earlier. Mimnermus calls to mind the circumstances 
of the founding of Colophon and, in a similar vein, the 
philosopher-poet Xenophanes was the author of two poems 
entitled The Founding of Colophon and The Founding of Elea (we 
will see that stories about the founding of cities were a specific 
feature of the earliest historiographic production). Mimnermus, 
in the Smyrneis, also describes episodes of the conflict between 
Smyrna and the kingdom of Lydia, using epic tones to relate 
wartime events that took place half a century earlier. But in 
addition to these portrayals of bygone events, depictions of 
contemporary events were not unknown, if the facts in question 
were recognised as having historic significance. An example is 
given by the incursions of the Cimmerians into Asia Minor 
mentioned by Callinus of Ephesus. Even monodic melic poetry 
sometimes drew on current political events, immortalising them 
in later memory of bygone times: the most evident example is 
found in the lines of Alcaeus, which passionately document the 
struggle for power that racked Mytilene as the various cliques of 
noble families vied with one another for a dominant position. 


1.2 Non-Greek antecedents of historiography 


The setting in which the earliest forms of Greek historiography 
arose involved the colonies of Asia Minor, a fertile region for the 
experience of material and cultural exchange on account of the 
ease of contact among the numerous different peoples living in 
the area. Moreover, the possibility of establishing fairly frequent 
interaction even with peoples living in quite distant lands, as far 
away as the inland areas of Asia, was favoured by the 
development of an extensive web of commercial relations 
(consisting of entrepots and warehouses scattered along the 
coastline and along the main overland communication routes). 


This network was further expanded between the eighth and 
sixth century by the founding of colonies, even in relatively 
faraway areas. 

In this cultural environment there arose a rational 
conception of the world, which on the one hand was expressed 
in Ionian philosophy (cf. The Archaic Age IV 2), while on the other 
it formed a fertile ground for the birth of early historiography. 
Interest in this cultural aspect was to some extent enhanced by 
interaction with forms of historiography expressed in the Near 
East. Through contact with the Anatolian populations and with 
peoples of the Near East, Greeks learned to appreciate forms of 
historical narration, such as the great inscriptions that told of 
the deeds accomplished by kings, above all those of Assyria and 
Egypt, or the narrations and genealogical lists of the noble 
families, the chronicles of the Assyrians and the Babylonians and 
the historical texts of the O/d Testament of the Hebrews. In 
particular royal inscriptions placed importance on glorifying a 
sovereign, highlighting his physical strength, his victories 
against enemies and rebels, his relation with the divine (god-like 
attributes or special protection by a specific god). Inscriptions 
also contained various items of information, such as the dates of 
certain events, the composition and strength of armies in a 
certain war, the amount of booty or, in a non-war-related 
perspective, the construction of buildings and the erection of 
other structures, inventories of treasures held in temples, and 
so forth. All this presupposes a considerable amount of 
documentation, as is also the case for the texts of chronicles 
that describe series of events in a more restrained tone, 
allowing less scope for sheer aggrandisement of the sovereign 
or divine intervention (though without foregoing a partisan 
political tinge). 


1.3 The birth of historiography in the Greek world 


In contrast to the social and political situation common among 
the Near Eastern civilisations, the Greek world lacked an 
authority, either religious or secular, that was regarded as the 


undisputed depositary of the true interpretation of reality. As we 
have seen, for centuries in Hellenic culture the role as custodian 
of the memory of the past had been performed by epic poetry: 
however, the aim of epic was to eulogise the earlier ages by 
glorifying the ancient heroes’ deeds, without any interest ina 
documented and “truthful” reconstruction of the events. 

During the sixth century, the spread of rationalist thought in 
the Ionian area of Asia Minor led to the need to engage in 
research on the past, basing the enquiry on a conscious and 
careful critical assessment that would establish a clear 
distinction between truth and falsehood. At the same time, 
however, there was growing awareness of the need to allow 
scope for free intellectual exploration by individual thinkers, who 
would have the possibility of making a comparative assessment 
of a variety of descriptions of a given fact and would thus be 
able to select the version they considered most exact. Moreover, 
the development of democratic institutions in the Asian poleis 
was by no means unrelated to the freedom of choice beginning 
to make itself. The rise of social situations in which political 
decisions sprang from the comparison or conflict, mediated 
through words, between contrasting and appropriately 
motivated positions led to an increase in critical awareness 
among Greek populations, influencing the assessment of 
present and past reality. 

This new awareness of the need for critical assessment 
prompted the increasing recognition of a distinction between 
mythic past and historical time. Thus on the one hand stood the 
field of action of gods and heroes, open to direct intervention by 
the divinities in human affairs, while on the other there stood an 
assortment of items of information, traditions and events 
accessible to human means of rational reflection in terms of 
causal relations and concatenations. Greek historians gradually 
awarded a less prominent role to divine intervention in history, 
thereby allowing for uncertainty among different interpretations 
and the possibility that it might not be feasible to reach an 
incontestable outcome of their research; they also expressed 
their opinion as to how the events would have unfolded, had a 


given fact taken place in a different manner. 

The earliest Greek historiography focused on discussion and 
clarification of the pattern of past events. This approach was 
expressed in works that, noticeably differing from the limited 
usefulness of the stone inscriptions celebrating the grand deeds 
of Persian kings or the Hittite archive documents, were 
accessible to a far broader public genuinely interested in the 
story of the facts and actions undertaken by men. Thus 
knowledge of events and their interpretations became more 
widespread and was also favoured by an extensively oral 
reception, which considerably enlarged the circle of recipients. 
Such a development should be considered as a noteworthy 
factor of cultural development and also as a feature that 
stimulated critical reflection among members of the society in 
general. 


1.4 Ionian logography and the first historiographic genres 


The earliest Greek historians, who came from the Ionian colonial 
area, are generally referred to by the term “logographers.” This 
denomination was used with a polemical intent by the fifth- 
century-B.C. historian Thucydides (The Peloponnesian War I 21) to 
indicate writers who had preceded him: their intent, he argued, 
was to entertain and amuse the public, rather than to pursue 
historical truth through the application of a rigorous rational 
method. The term Aoyoypagot (/ogographoi), which should be 
understood here in the sense of “writers of little stories,” alludes 
to the partly mythic and fable-like contents of the works of these 
writers. 

Another aspect to be borne in mind is that in classical 
Athens the very same term was used to indicate professional 
writers of legal speeches. In this case its meaning was definitely 
rather pejorative, as if to describe someone who, for a fee, 
would be willing to put together arguments of all kinds, with 
total disregard for the truth. For instance, in the fourth century 
the orators Demosthenes and Aeschines threw this name at 
each other as an insult, and the philosopher Plato asserted that 


the orator Lysias had been insulted by his enemies with this 
term. 

However, the negative connotation of the term /ogographoi 
owes much to the Thucydidean judgement on his predecessors. 
Thus while maintaining the above stated definition of 
logographers, it is prudent to bear in mind that the term also 
has a purely conventional meaning as an indication of the 
overall field of historiography prior to Herodotus (fifth century 
B.C.). In the latter case no negative implication is involved and it 
need not be assumed that the production grouped under this 
heading has a homogeneous character. In effect, in this early 
historiographic production several different genres can be 
distinguished, which contribute, from different perspectives, to 
delineating an overall picture of historical and geographic 
information of various types and on various levels. Taken 
together, these aspects represented the first step towards a 
historiographic perspective that would gradually gain 
momentum and expand towards a broader view. 

Genealogies. Genealogical historiography focuses on the 
history of noble families and is based on the chronological 
succession of members of such families. Therefore it is a 
typically aristocratic production, even in its sources, because it 
represents conservation of the tradition of the genos within the 
genos itself. An interest in the logical and chronological 
structuring of the complex of mythic and religious traditions was 
stimulated and fostered by the political and social make-up of 
the cities of Asia Minor, which were governed by aristocratic 
castes and subsequently by tyrants; in both cases genealogical 
research satisfied the need to demonstrate the relationship of a 
genos to a divinity (often through the intermediation of a hero); 
this, in turn, served the aim of endowing the members of a 
genos with power that had a divine legitimation. 

Foundings of cities. The inhabitants of the Greek colonies very 
soon began to feel the need to collect the various traditions that 
concerned their origins; this gave rise to a historiographic 
production dedicated to the story of how cities were founded (in 
Greek ktiotc, ktisis). Often this production was linked to 


celebrations focusing on the founder or “oecist” (in Greek 
oiktotng, oikistes) and his genos, with a celebratory tone that is 
not unlike that of a genealogy. The first authors of Foundings 
composed in verse, drawing their inspiration from hexametric or 
elegiac poetry. The philosopher-poet Xenophanes of Colophon 
is credited with the composition of two poems of this type, now 
lost, entitled The Founding of Colophon and The Founding of Elea. 
It is thought that the first writer to use prose for this genre was 
Ion of Chios in The Founding of Chios (composed not very long 
before 460). Eventually, prose became the preferred medium, 
but cases of a revival of the ancient tradition of a ktisis in verse 
form are also known. 

Local stories or chronicles. The colonial cities did not limit 
their range of interests to the foundation traditions, but cast 
their glance further afield in order to build up an overall view of 
their history. This led to local historiography, also known as 
horography: the Greek term Wpoc (hdros) is an ancient word for 
“year” and the title (Qpot (Hdro/) referred specifically to local 
stories couched in annalistic form, that is to say, with the 
succession of events described year by year. 

Periégéseis and ethnographic works. The Greek colonists of 
Asia Minor developed a marked interest in the peoples with 
whom they came into contact, as is testified by their production 
of works focusing on geographic and ethnographic aspects. Of 
these two types, the former is represented by the periégésis 
(TtEpLHynotc), namely a description of travel itineraries, 
especially voyages along the coastlines, while the latter included 
works on the history and civilisation of non-Greek populations. 
These works allowed an expanded view of the Greek world and 
broadened the horizon of the individual cities (as compared to 
the more limited perspective that often characterised the 
logographic genres mentioned earlier). Thus while considerable 
attention focused on the character of nearby populations and 
the significant events in which they had been involved, writers 
also took an interest in gathering various types of information 
obtained through the process of colonisation, or from journeys 
undertaken to explore new places, or by travelling along the 


commercial routes - helpful information for those engaged in 
mercantile activity. Finally, works of this kind should also be 
considered in relation to the new and growing field of 
cartography (the description of Achilles’ shield, in Book XVIII of 
the Iliad, 483-489, is generally regarded as a primordial example 
of Greek cartography): this was a highly technical genre, 
characterised by the difficulty involved in the topographic 
representation of the world’s land surface, on the basis of direct 
experience or acquired information. 

Portolanos or periploi. The great seafarers. The population 
movements involved in the great colonising activity and the 
intense commercial traffic both demanded and yielded 
considerable practical geographic knowledge. Thus seafarers 
used portolanos or perip/oi, where they found descriptive 
accounts of voyages, as well as information about maritime 
routes and itineraries, harbours and sailing charts. This 
production displays one of the most remarkable features of 
archaic historiography, namely the lack of a clear-cut distinction 
between geography and history. Naturally, the works in 
question were also fairly rudimentary from a scientific point of 
view: for instance, distances were expressed in days of 
navigation and the coastline along which the mariners had 
sailed was described in a unidimensional manner. 

Several significant figures of seafarers, veritable pioneers of 
geographic and ethnographic exploration, deserve to be 
mentioned. Colaeus of Samos (620 B.C. ca.), who was sailing 
from Rhodes to Cyprus and thence towards Egypt on a route 
that wound its way along the coast of Phoenicia and Palestine, 
was driven off course by northeasterly winds; he thus found 
himself beyond the Pillars of Hercules (present-day Strait of 
Gibraltar), which in antiquity were long considered to be the 
natural border of the known world accessible to man. Here the 
mariner succeeded in making his way to the trading post of 
Tartessus, which was already known to the Phoenicians but had 
never been reached by the Greeks. Colaeus’ travelogue must 
have been used by various ancient authors, including the 
historian Herodotus (IV 152), who left us his account of Colaeus’ 


enterprise. After the middle of the sixth century, Euthymenes of 
Massalia (Marseilles) explored the west coast of Africa as far as 
the estuary of a great river, probably the Senegal; he reported 
on his experience by composing a periplus that was not 
restricted to providing useful indications for seafarers, but also 
showed a scientific interest in the facts presented. Free 
circulation through the Pillars of Hercules is also presupposed 
by the unknown author of a Massaliote periplus of the sixth 
century, which was very probably set out in a catalogic and 
paratactic format, as was also the traditional practice in Greek 
portolanos. To facilitate comprehension of such material, the 
transition from one stage to another was signalled by adverbs of 
place, rarely by indication of the cardinal points. Herodotus (IV 
42-43) mentions - though not without a hint of scepticism - the 
circumnavigation of the African continent, starting from the Red 
Sea, purportedly accomplished by Phoenician crews at the 
behest of the pharaoh Necho. A similar undertaking, Herodotus 
adds, was attempted unsuccessfully at the beginning of the fifth 
century by Sataspe, who followed the opposite route to that 
chosen by the Phoenicians and probably reached almost as far 
as the Equator. The Carthaginian Hanno (fifth century B.C.) left a 
record of his journey along the coast of West Africa that has 
come down to us in a Greek translation of the fourth or third 
century B.C. The aim of this perip/us (of which the Carthaginian 
original was chiselled into a stele) was fundamentally that of 
satisfying the curiosity of readers who were eager to find out 
about amazing circumstances and exotic peoples, as is made 
fairly clear by passages showing a marked taste for the 
astounding and the fantastic; this becomes all the more 
effective inasmuch as it is presented as the seafarer’s own direct 
experience. Finally, between the sixth and the fifth century a 
Carthaginian by the name of Himilco explored the northern 
Atlantic in a four-month-long journey. 

Among the ancient mariners and explorers, the most 
significant is the figure of Scylax, who came from Caryanda, a 
city on the island of the same name close to the Carian coast of 
Asia Minor. A few fragments have survived of a report he 


composed on his journey undertaken upon the order of the 
Persian king Darius (521-486), from the city of Kaspatyros or 
Kaspapyros, in Afghanistan, right up to the estuary of the Indus 
(or of the Ganges, according to other sources), and the return by 
boat as far as the Red Sea. Known by the title of 
Circumnavigation of the places beyond the Pillars of Hercules, it 
provided geographic indications but also information on the 
nature of the inhabitants. In some cases the work does not shy 
from inclusion of fantastic details (such as the depiction of the 
Sciapodes, men who sheltered from the sun by lying down on 
the ground and shading themselves with their extraordinarily 
large feet). The historian Herodotus (IV 44) notes that Scylax’s 
exploration was the turning point that opened up a route 
enabling Persia to subjugate the Indian peoples and dominate 
the South Asian seas. Scylax is also credited with a Mepiodoc yc 
(Periodos gés), that is to say, a map representing the world, 
possibly accompanied by an explanatory treatise, which some 
scholars claim to identify under the name of a work entitled 
Periplus: it was restructured in various ways during later eras 
and was preserved as an anonymous work in a Byzantine 
manuscript; the work is now known as the “Pseudo-Scylax.” 

All the works of the first Greek historians have come down 
to us in an extremely fragmentary state: according to an 
approximate calculation, what is left is barely a fortieth of the 
total production. That which remains of the works of many 
historians is not sufficient to allow us to evaluate them 
adequately: any quantitative assessment is compromised by the 
paucity of what has survived, and qualitative evaluation is 
adversely affected by the deformations frequently brought 
about by the later authors who preserved the information 
concerning lost works. 


1.5 The most ancient logographers: Pherecydes of Syros and 
Cadmus of Miletus 


Among the numerous authors mentioned in the ancient 
sources, some have frequently been the object of discussion as 


regards their chronology, or indeed their very existence. Here 
we will restrict ourselves to citing the two most ancient and 
significant figures: Pherecydes of Syros and Cadmus of Miletus, 
who lived in the second half of the sixth century. In some 
sources they are presented as, respectively, the first to compose 
in prose and the first historian, but there are considerable 
doubts as to their physiognomy and the characteristics of their 
works. 

As early as the fourth century B.C. the historian 
Theopompus argued that the work of Pherecydes of Syros, the 
son of Babis, was the first prose book in Greek literature. The 
Suda lexicon gives as its title —Emtapuyxos htot OeoKkpaota f 
Oeoyovia (literally “With seven recesses or cavities, that is to say 
Union with the god or Theogony”). It is thought to have been an 
account of sacred history, which scholars have endeavoured to 
reconstruct from the few known fragments. The work was 
recorded in the catalogues of the Library of Alexandria, and as 
far as primacy in the use of prose is concerned it vies with the 
treatise by the Ionian philosopher Anaximander (cf. The Archaic 
Age IV 2.1.2). The work of Pherecydes, in which elements from 
the ancient mythic world are blended with various other motifs, 
was a theogonic speculation, centring around the primordial 
powers Zas (corresponding to Zeus), Chronos (Time) and 
Chthonie (the Earth) and the description of struggles among the 
gods in their attempts to achieve sovereignty over the universe. 

The 4 books of the Founding of Miletus and of the whole of 
Ionia, which some sources attribute to Cadmus of Miletus, were 
held to be very ancient. The work is lost, and among modern 
scholars some have questioned whether this Cadmus ever 
genuinely existed, suggesting the Founding may have been a 
fake dating from the Hellenistic Age. 


2 Hecataeus of Miletus 


2.1 The first historian 


At the dawn of Greek historiography, the first figure whose 
physiognomy can be fairly clearly defined is Hecataeus of 
Miletus. He is known to us above all by virtue of the information 
gleaned from Herodotus, who lived shortly after him and 
utilised his work. That Hecataeus is referred to as the “first 
historian” is due precisely to the fact that we are able to gain 
sufficient insight into his method of investigation, which can be 
seen as a first step towards a rational critique of myth in its 
presumed function as an account of what happened in the past. 
However, what should be borne carefully in mind is that the 
work of Hecataeus certainly forms part of the logographic 
tradition described earlier, both as regards the genealogical 
approach and also in connection with the geographic element 
involved in the periégésis. 

Several ancient pieces of information allow us to place the 
life of Hecataeus between the end of the sixth and the 
beginning of the fifth century B.C. It would appear that he lived 
during the era of the Persian occupation of Asia Minor, 
personally taking part in the attempts at political emancipation 
which evolved into the so-called “Ionian revolt” of the Greek 
cities against Persia (499-484 B.C.). 

The evidence drawn from Herodotus is fundamental for 
historical reconstruction of the figure of Hecataeus, though 
modern scholarship has cast some doubt on its veracity. Be that 
as it may, the character that emerges is quite clearly defined, in 
contrast to available knowledge on other logographers. For 
instance, Herodotus (II 143-144) states that Hecataeus travelled 
to Egypt and, indirectly, that he applied the genealogical genre, 
as can be inferred from the information according to which the 
logographer boasted he could reconstruct the genealogy of his 
bloodline back as far as the sixteenth generation before 
encountering a divine ancestor. The Egyptian priests responded 
to such a claim by contrasting it with the series of 345 statues of 
men who, in Egypt, had handed the priestly function down from 
father to son. However, the episode might be a mere flight of 
fantasy and could have a purely symbolic value, designed to 
portray Hecataeus as embracing a critical and demystifying 


attitude towards the Hellenic genealogical tradition, inclined as 
the latter was to trace the origin of the entire range of human 
gené all the way back to illustrious divine forebears. 

Herodotus offers us additional “biographical” glimpses of 
Hecataeus, set in the context of the Ionian revolt. Here too, the 
description does not appear to be fully reliable and doubt can be 
cast on the contents, but Herodotus’ observations corroborate 
the undogmatic and pragmatic image attributed in antiquity to 
the figure of Hecataeus. At first (Herodotus V 36), Hecataeus 
discouraged the idea of a war against the Persians, underlining 
the power of Darius and listing all the peoples the Persian 
monarch reigned over. But since his fellow citizens rejected the 
idea of following him along this path, he suggested they should 
seek to become holders of power over the sea, financing this 
effort with the rich endowment that the Lydian king Croesus had 
dedicated to the sanctuary of the Branchids. Further on (V 125- 
126), Herodotus relates that, after the defeat of the Ionian cities, 
Aristagoras advised the inhabitants of Miletus to flee as far away 
as possible, to Sardinia or Thrace, whereas Hecataeus chose 
instead to suggest they should stop at the nearby island of 
Leros, so they could gather their strength and be ready if the 
possibility of a return to their homes were to arise. 

The historian Diodorus (X 25, 4) of the Augustan Age adds a 
detail that is absent in Herodotus, stating that the regulation of 
the various tributes and the re-establishment of democratic 
governments in the subjugated Ionian cities was due to 
Hecataeus’ representations to the Persian satrap Artaphernes. 


2.2 The Genealogies 


Some information has come down to us along with a number of 
fragments of works by Hecataeus that would appear to belong 
to the logographic genres of genealogy and geographic 
descriptions. 

As regards the Genealogies or Histories, (Iotopiat or 
Tevenaoyiat) in 4 books (a subdivision that cannot be traced 
back to the author), there remain 35 fragments. The work was 


basically a rearrangement and re-reading - sometimes ina 
rationalist perspective - of the Greek traditions concerning 
descendants who owed their origin to divine or heroic 
forebears. Through this approach, the work had the benefit of 
being able to draw on the mythic-genealogical heritage - and its 
modes of expression - that were already extensively fixed in 
poetic production (suffice it to mention Hesiod). In parallel with 
his reduced emphasis on myth, Hecataeus often also 
abandoned a elevated and hyperbolic form of language, 
replacing it with words in common use. 

A famous example is that of fr. 1a Jacoby: “Hecateus of 
Miletus speaks as follows. I write these things as they seem to 
me to be true. For the stories told by the Greeks are, as it 
appears to me, many and absurd.” The logographer thus begins 
by asserting his authorship of the work with the “seal” of his 
name and indicating the basic subject-matter. Furthermore, the 
incipit clearly harks back - with a significant variation - to the 
formular opening phrase of the royal inscriptions in oriental 
civilisations: the king’s point of view claims to provide an 
“objective” account of the events described, but Hecataeus 
contrasts this with the historian’s critical assessment and 
subjectivity of opinion, founded on a criterion of freedom of 
research and a demystifying judgement that downgrades the 
mythic and fable-like traditions. 

A number of fragments provide us with evidence that the 
narration of a myth was followed by a consideration on the 
causes that had generated it, introduced by syntactic 
expressions of a causal nature (such as toutou Evekev, 510 kai, 
ott). This was an interpretive approach of an aetiological nature, 
which also characterised the non-doctrinal and rational thought 
of Xenophanes of Colophon. Other fragments that have come 
down to us include those pertaining to the descendants of 
Deucalion, and also to the Argonauts (the itinerary of their 
return journey to Greece presupposes the description put 
forward in Hecataeus’ geographic works), as well as works 
concerning the saga of the Danaids, the myth of Heracles and 
the Theban saga. For many of these topics the logographer 


engaged in rational criticism, introducing corrections and 
modifications of the versions known from the tradition. 


2.3 The Geographic Map and the Periégésis of the Earth 


Hecataeus was the creator of a Geographic Map (Periodos gés), 
sometimes praised among the ancients for its considerable 
improvement on the map produced by Anaximander, but it was 
criticised by Herodotus (IV 36) for its excessively schematic 
format. The map was accompanied by a description or Periégésis 
of the Earth (Periégésis gés) in two books, corresponding to the 
two large parts into which the world was divided, Europe and 
Asia. 

The ancient mapmakers imagined the earth as a round body 
(Anaximander construed it as a flattened cylinder); many, 
including Hecataeus, accepted the idea - deriving from mythic- 
epic beliefs - that it was surrounded by the Ocean (Herodotus 
argued polemically against this idea in IV 8). The landmasses 
were divided into two continents, with Europe in the North and 
Asia in the southern part. Terra firma areas, rivers and seas were 
recorded on the maps: these were essential items of 
information whenever cartography was used in - and originated 
from - a colonial environment, where it was vital to have 
descriptions of territories with their coastlines and rivers that 
could constitute a route allowing access to their interior. 

Hecateaus divided the earth into four quadrants, defined by 
a North-South trajectory, corresponding to the rivers Ister 
(Danube) and Nile, which flowed in exactly opposite directions 
and faced towards the Ocean, and an East-West trajectory, 
corresponding to the river Phasis, the Euxine Sea (today’s Black 
Sea), the Hellespont and the Mediterranean Sea. Within this 
subdivision the zones were described in terms of geometric 
forms; Hecataeus himself, however, was aware that these 
geometric descriptions constituted a simplification. The 
Periégésis proceeded in a clockwise direction, moving along the 
northern coast of the Mediterranean, from the Pillars of 
Hercules to the Caucasus (description of Europe) and then, 


again, along the southern coast of the Mediterranean, from the 
Caucasus to the Pillars of Hercules (description of Asia and 
northern Africa). 

We have 333 surviving fragments of Hecataeus, the vast 
majority of which are succinct citations (such as “Smila: Thracian 
city, as Hecataeus says in Europe”), preserved in the geographic 
lexicon of Stephanus of Byzantium (a Greek grammarian of the 
age of Justinian). The regions and peoples described in the work 
were the following. Europe: Spain, Ligurians and Celts, 
Tyrrhenians and islands of the Tyrrhenian Sea, Ausones, 
Oenotrians, Sicily, Italy, lapygia and Peucetia, Ionian Sea, 
Greece, islands of the Thracian and Asiatic coast, Macedonia, 
Thrace, Scythia, Caucasus, North-Eastern Europe. Asia: Euxine 
Sea and its Asian coastlines, Hellespont, Troad and Aeolis, Ionian 
cities (in Lydia, Lycia, Pamphylia, Cilicia), inner Asia Minor, 
southern coast of Western Asia, line of conjunction of the Red 
Sea with the Euxine Sea, Eastern Asia, Egypt, Ethiopia and deep 
South, Libya up to the Pillars of Hercules. 

The work of Hecataeus exerted an influence that went far 
beyond any conceivable practical utilisation: it covered such 
aspects as descriptions of the populations, the nature of their 
lands, the flora and fauna characterising the various areas, 
habits, customs or legends on the founding of cities, and 
migrations. The far from rare ventures into the hinterland went 
far beyond the limits normally imposed by the periplographic 
genre. Moreover, some fragments are of particular interest 
because they investigated the origin of a people or a city, 
examining the etymology of their name or tracing it back to an 
eponymous hero, or at least to a figure regarded as having 
some degree of importance. For instance, in fr. 76 J. an 
explanation is given concerning the name of Motya, a Greek 
settlement founded in Sicily, which is described as bearing this 
name on account of that of the “woman who revealed to 
Heracles the identity of those who had stolen his oxen.” 

Egypt is known to have been defined as the “gift of the Nile” 
(fr. 301 J.): according to some scholars, such a definition may 
have been influenced by Ionian speculation, in particular by 


Thales of Miletus, who believed that water was the origin of all 
things. This definition of Egypt was later taken up again by 
Herodotus (II 5), who drew extensively on the work of 
Hecataeus, as testified by a source dating from the Imperial Age 
(Porphyry cited by Eusebius, Preparation for the Gospel X 3): 
“Herodotus in his second book has transferred many passages 
of Hecataeus of Miletus from the Periégésis word for word, with 
slight changes.” 


2.4 Language and style 


Hecataeus’ language is that of the Ionian dialect, which was 
admired by the ancients for its purity. The style testified by the 
fragments of the Genealogies, irregular and highly expressive, 
was in harmony with the new awareness of the need to enable 
the results of personal critical evaluation to come to the fore, 
rather than the strongly rooted mythic tradition. The syntactic 
structure is characterised by the use of hypotaxis. 

A markedly different type of character emerges from the 
fragments of the Periégésis. The work had all the stylistic 
features of catalogic texts, with the description organised 
according to an elementary criterion of the succession of 
peoples, each description leading into another report on other 
nearby peoples. The transitions were accomplished by simple 
and brief formulas such as peta Sé (with adverbial value: “next, 
then after that”); localisation was expressed by év dé (“and 
here”). A frequently found phenomenon is ellipsis of the verb, 
giving an effect of conciseness of expression; the vocabulary is 
decidedly limited and the period-structure consists basically of 
paratactic sentences. But it is also worth noting that in the 
Periégésis we find the first occurrences of technical geographic 
language, in particular with regard to the indication of cardinal 
points, such as Bopéng (boreés, North), ueonuBpia (mesémbria, 
South) and votoc (notos, South), as well as the periphrasis m1p0c 
fAtov avioxovta (“near to rising sun”, and so East) and amo 
SUotoc (“from the sunset,” and so West). 


VI Fable 


1 The fable genre 


1.1 Origin and characteristics of the genre 


It is by now almost universally accepted that the Greek tradition 
of fables also arose - like the early forms of philosophical and 
historiographic investigation - in Asia Minor, in the multifaceted 
and stimulating cultural environment of the Ionian colonies. 
Story-telling was prompted by the influence of folk-tales, dating 
back as far as the second millennium B.C., which still circulated 
among the Mesopotamian civilisations. Furthermore, although 
we are able to appreciate the characteristics of Greek fable only 
through its literary outcome, there can be no doubt that it took 
shape partly through the oral and pre-literary tradition of folk 
culture: there is extensive evidence in the ancient sources 
showing that this non-written folk tradition remained alive and 
enjoyed great popularity even when the literary genre had 
become the dominant variety. 

The typical elements of the genre are the edifying moral 
intent and the characters drawn predominantly from the animal 
world. Clearly it is a genre that was particularly suited for 
making use of analogy as a tool that provides knowledge and 
explanation of reality and of human behaviour. In other words, 
it was ideally suited as a didactic medium: the representations 
drawn from the animal world were highly suggestive - by 
analogical affinity and also in a figurative and explanatory 
manner - of a human reality that was easily recognisable to the 
listener and, later, to the reader. The analogical procedure 
proved to be particularly effective in exposing the reality hidden 
beneath appearances and in demystifying contradictory human 
hypocrisy and common human false opinions, indicating a path 
of prudent pragmatic wisdom. 


1.2 The literary character of fable 


The aim of fable as a means of putting forward significant 
examples, as well as its didactic aim, is attested as early as 
Hesiod, with the fable (aivos, ainos) of the nightingale and the 
hawk (Works and Days 203-212): 


Here is how the hawk addressed the dapple-throated 
nightingale as he carried her high in the clouds, grasping 
her in his claws; impaled on the curved talons, she was 
weeping piteously, but he addressed her sternly: 


‘Goodness, why are you screaming? You are in the power 
of one much superior, and you will go whichever way I 
take you, singer though you are. I will make you my dinner 
if I like, or let you go. He is a fool who seeks to compete 
against the stronger: he both loses the struggle and 
suffers injury on top of insult’. 


So spoke the swift-flying hawk, the great winged bird. Here 
is the source of the quotation placed. 


Short illustrative tales (aivot, yO8ot, Ayo, ATIOAOYyoL) can be 
found in the context of other genres of “culturally refined” 
literature dating from the Archaic and the Classical Age: suffice 
it to recall the fable of the fox and the eagle, or that of the fox 
and the monkey, told by the poet Archilochus (frr. 174-181, 185- 
187 W.), or also the fable of the lion cub raised by a shepherd in 
his own home, in the play Agamemnon by the classical tragedian 
Aeschylus (716-732). A similar case of recourse to analogy 
between the human world and the world of nature (above all, 
the animal world) for the purpose of drawing a significant 
example can be found in the “Satire of Women” by Semonides 
(fr. 7 W.). Fables were also frequently included in rhetorical 
contexts, such as philosophical disputes or law-court speeches, 
but they quite soon acquired a literary dignity of their own. That 
is to say, fable was no longer considered to have a merely 
subordinate exemplifying function contained within other 


literary genres; rather, it was awarded a more elevated status, 
above all on account of the intrinsic value of the extensive 
collection attributed to Aesop. 

As stated by Aristotle (Rhetoric II 1393a): “There are two 
kinds of examples; namely, one which consists in relating things 
that have happened before, and another in inventing them 
oneself. The latter are subdivided into comparisons (tlapaBoAn, 
parabole) or fables (Adyot, /logoi), such as those of Aesop and the 
Libyan.” However, the Aristotelian reflection dates from a later 
period, when a long tradition of fable had already been built up; 
his comment thus represents the moment of the inclusion of 
fable in the system of literary genres, as a tool for the art of 
persuasion. 


2 Aesop 


2.1 A semi-legendary character 


The fable-maker (Aoyottotoc, logopoios) Aesop has been 
credited, ever since antiquity, with a great quantity of fables of 
disparate origin and divergent chronology. His figure, the 
historical nature of which was in no way questioned by the 
ancients, was considered to be the very symbol of a shrewd 
spirit that illuminated small pools of truth using examples 
supplied by words. This is the reason why he has been credited 
not only with the fables, but also with innumerable humorous 
tales, quips and witticisms, that have come down to us by virtue 
of citations scattered throughout the surviving ancient 
literature. 

Biographical information on Aesop himself remains scanty 
and rather vague: his figure is shrouded in an aura of legendary 
fame. We have little more than a meagre scattering of data with 
extremely poor reliability, though we do have a somewhat 
fanciful Life of Aesop, arranged into various different redactions. 
He is said to have been from a humble background and to have 
lived on the Ionian island of Samos during the era of the poetess 


Sappho, between the end of the seventh and the beginning of 
the sixth century B.C. (this is the information provided by 
Herodotus II 134). He is also believed to have made a number of 
journeys during which he met, among others, the Seven Sages 
and also Croesus, the king of Lydia. It is said that Aesop was 
killed by the inhabitants of Delphi, who accused him of stealing 
an ampoule from the sanctuary. 


2.2 The fables 


Three different collections of fables are known: they were 
assembled in the Late Antique or Byzantine Age, though we 
have no knowledge of the details concerning how the collections 
were put together. They consist of a total of about five hundred 
short prose tales (just a few fables in verse have also come 
down to us). The fairly ancient origin of the genre and the 
traditional chronological position of Aesop support the 
assumption that the fables should be included within the overall 
picture of archaic literature; however, we would do well to bear 
in mind that the fables contained in the Aesopic collections have 
come down to us in a far later redaction. 

Fables point to the presence of a fairly fixed tripartite 
structure. The actual storyline (uG80c, mythos) is preceded by a 
short introduction (tpoyUOLov, promythion), which presents the 
initial situation or the concept that is to be illustrated; then the 
story-line is followed by an epilogue (étttyU@Lov, epimythion), 
which contains the moral conclusion, whereby the relevance of 
the narrated episode is actualised, often in the form of a 
proverbial motto (or yywun, gnome). The tale itself is always 
composed of a limited and self-contained episode, which 
becomes particularly effective by virtue of its incisive brevity. 

The characters are mainly animals, endowed with strikingly 
anthropomorphic features and with the gift of speech; they are 
strongly characterised by a specific moral quality (either virtue 
or vice), which becomes their stock attribute. Thus, in an 
anthropomorphic perspective, the lion is strong, the fox is 
cunning, the snake is treacherous, the wolf is insatiably hungry. 


At times these traits may even be attributed to characters drawn 
from the plant world (for instance the grapevine, olive tree, fir 
tree, bramble or reed), or to objects used in craft work or for 
everyday activities in the home (lamp, file, nail, pots and pans). 
Less frequently, human characters put in an appearance, 
represented by types (such as the trickster, the miser, the 
wealthy man, the robber), who are sometimes mentioned in 
connection with a professional activity (potter, fisherman, wood- 
cutter, laundry-man) or on the basis of their geographic origin 
(for example, the Athenian). There are also cases of fables in 
which the protagonists are gods or heroes from the world of 
myth or personifications of abstract concepts (Violence, 
Fortune). 

The underlying conception, which is consistent with the 
didactic and popular vocation of this genre, is the presentation 
of everyday situations that make an appeal to everyday ethics 
based on common sense. Thus rather than an abstract 
description of precepts or moral principles, preference is 
awarded to pragmatic observation of small-scale existential 
situations, which are transformed into uncomplicated truths 
from which to draw teachings useful for a sensible and well- 
judged lifestyle - as in the following example: 


A raven stole a piece of meat and perched on a branch 
with it. A fox saw him there and determined to get the 
meat for himself. So he sat at the base of the tree and said 
to the raven: ‘Of all the birds you are by far the most 
beautiful. You have such elegant proportions, are so 
stately and sleek. You were ideally made to be the king of 
all the birds. And if you only had a voice you would surely 
be the king.’ The raven, wanting to demonstrate to him 
that he also had a good voice dropped the meat and 
uttered a great cry. The fox rushed forward, pounced on 
the meat, and said: ‘Oh, raven, if only you also had 
judgement, you would want for nothing to be the king of 
the birds.’ This fable is a lesson to all fools. 


The story unfolds with simple, straightforward language, 
reproducing the natural pace of the spoken language, especially 
as it builds up to the inevitable direct speech in the dialogue 
between the characters. The fundamental characteristic of the 
exchange of quips is brevity, which is typical above all of the 
conclusion. Conciseness and the gnomic dictum were functional 
to the task of memorisation of the text in the context of oral 
transmission of the composition. The language found in the 
fables is the Greek of the koiné, that is to say, the common 
literary Greek of the Hellenistic Age, but its presence here is very 
likely to have resulted from a reworking of the collection carried 
out during that period. In contrast, the traces of Ionian dialect 
noticeable in some of the fables forming part of the most 
ancient collection could be a signal of the original form of the 
fables. 

The fable genre was deeply rooted in popular feeling, and 
this was the aspect that enabled the fables of the Aesopic 
corpus to enjoy enormous success from earliest antiquity 
onwards. Their popularity was further reinforced through their 
translation into verse and their Latin adaptations by Phaedrus 
(roughly 20 B.C.-50 A.D.), a freedman of the emperor Augustus. 
Over the centuries, the poetic reshaping by Phaedrus has acted 
as a source of inspiration for storytellers of the Middle Ages and 
the Modern Era. 


The Classical Age 


I The Period 


1 The Classical Age and the idea of the “classical” 


The end of the Persian Wars (the final stages of which came to a 
conclusion in 479 B.C. with the battles of Plataea, in Boeotia, and 
of Mycale, a promontory on the coast of central Anatolia) and 
the death of Alexander the Great (in 323 B.C.) are the events and 
dates generally taken to delineate - albeit as purely 
conventional reference points - the period that is normally 
defined as the Classical Age of ancient Greek culture. In a 
somewhat less conventional manner, the period taken into 
consideration covers roughly the fifth and fourth century B.C. Its 
definition as the Classical Age, which is the traditional label 
assigned to this era, can indeed be maintained, but it needs to 
be accompanied by a few cautionary considerations, in order to 
avert the risk that it may lead to misrepresentations that distort 
a true understanding of its historical significance. In other eras, 
and right up to times not too distant from our own, the concept 
of the “classical era” (in the above mentioned limited sense, but 
sometimes also in a broader meaning which referred to virtually 
the whole of the ancient Greek and Latin world) had an absolute 
and canonical connotation: it was the object of an almost 
mystical admiration with only scanty awareness of historical 
development, and focused on preserving models regarded as 
definitive, timeless, unchangeable. These were models to be 


adored and imitated, and any attempt to differentiate from the 
received model would imply a mistake or, at the very least, 
would mean situating oneself a few steps lower than the 
masters. The antidote to counter this wholly non-historical 
perspective must spring precisely from an insightful awareness 
of history, in such a manner that cultural phenomena can be 
interpreted within their own context and era, praising the grand 
creations to which their world gave rise but without jumping to 
the somewhat foolish conclusion that “afterwards nothing else 
was ever invented or at least nothing that could be compared to 
the ancient achievements.” The definition of “classical” should 
not be allowed to become a label that devalues all the rest, but 
neither should revision of traditional attitudes detract in any way 
at all from the acclaim that pays tribute to the excellence of the 
works created in that period. 

For it is indeed an established fact that the fifth and the 
fourth century B.C. represented a most amazingly creative 
season, especially in Athens, which at that time was rising to its 
period of greatest splendour as well as political and economic 
prosperity, forming the backdrop to a most exceptional 
concentration of brilliant minds who rose to the forefront of 
cultural activity. These were the decades when famous names 
abounded in these places: playwrights of the stature of 
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes, or poets such 
as Bacchylides and Pindar (cf. The Archaic Age III 3.11; 3.12); the 
historians Herodotus, Thucydides and, shortly afterwards, 
Xenophon; the philosophers Anaxagoras, Democritus, Gorgias, 
the Sophists, Socrates, and then Plato and Aristotle. This period 
also saw the rise of the great season of political and juridical 
Oratory, soon to be made famous by Lysias, Isocrates, 
Demosthenes and Aeschines. Not far from Athens the 
groundwork was laid for medical thought, expressed in the most 
ancient texts attributed to Hippocrates. During the final decades 
of the fourth century, comedy acquired a new lease of life 
thanks to Menander (whose figure will be described in the 
section on the Hellenistic Age). 

What emerges very clearly is the centrality of Athens and the 


exceptional character of its political, intellectual and artistic life. 
Cultural interaction and the circulation of ideas experienced 
marked development, partly by virtue of the hegemonic and 
unifying role exerted by Athens in the Hellenic and Hellenised 
world. After the middle of the sixth century, above all as a result 
of Persian expansion, there had been a phenomenon of 
westward intellectual migration from the Ionian coastal areas of 
Asia Minor; during the Classical Age, by far the most significant 
phenomenon was the convergence of personalities from various 
branches of culture, who began to move towards Attica and 
Athens. After the end of the Persian Wars, Athens became the 
most important centre of attraction for personalities from a 
great variety of backgrounds and origins, first and foremost 
from the allied cities of the Delian League, but also from further 
afield. They all gravitated towards Athens, where they would 
often meet and engage in fervent debates and discussion 
sessions, enjoying a remarkably rich intellectual life. Thus the 
city, which had in some sense become an intellectual capital, 
acted as a magnet on which there converged philosophers such 
as Anaxagoras and numerous Sophists, the rhetor Gorgias and 
the historian Herodotus. It also became the unchallenged 
epicentre of tragic and comic drama (an institutional 
characteristic peculiar to the city), oratory, historiography with 
Herodotus and Thucydides, philosophy with Plato and Aristotle 
and the founding of their respective schools, namely the 
Academy and the Peripatos. 

Although the focus of our work here is the history of 
literature, it cannot be overlooked that the period in question 
experienced an equally amazing development of practically all 
the manifestations of human ingenuity. Athens attracted and 
employed the best personalities of artists and craftsmen: upon 
the initiative of Pericles, starting from about the middle of the 
fifth century a grandiose programme was launched for the 
construction of secular and religious buildings (there had been a 
solemn vow that the temples destroyed by the Persians would 
be rebuilt) and that town planning operations would be 
undertaken (the impressive arrangement of the Acropolis 


buildings). Visual arts prospered both in terms of public works 
and private clients (who began to appear more frequently 
towards the end of the fifth century); in the field of performance 
arts, one need only recall the important role the city-state 
awarded to drama as a phenomenon involving the entire 
community. Progress was also achieved in a number of technical 
fields, production of manufactures increased, trade and 
commercial activity expanded. 

Life in the Greek colonial cities of southern Italy and Sicily 
was similarly rich in cultural ferments and conflicts. Such was 
the liveliness of the Hellenic cities in these areas that the entire 
region was granted the definition of Magna Graecia (MeydaAn 
‘EAAdc or “Great Greece”). The beginning of colonisation dated 
back to the eighth century: in Magna Graecia the first colony to 
be founded was Pithecusae, on the island of Ischia (770 B.C. ca.); 
in Sicily the first Greek colony was Naxos (734 B.C.). The process 
of colonisation then spread further in the Mediterranean, 
involving the coastal zones of Sardinia, Corsica and as far as 
Massalia. Subsequently, other important centres that arose were 
Sybaris, Croton, Poseidonia, Cumae and Tarentum in Magna 
Graecia; Acragas, Selinus, Segesta and above all Syracuse in 
Sicily. These western Greek settlements then found themselves 
facing the problem of mounting a resistance against 
Carthaginian expansionism, but they succeeded in defending 
their achievements and building up prosperous communities. In 
this regard, the city that distinguished itself by its greatest 
accomplishments was Syracuse, during the early decades of the 
fifth century. 

The high point of the cultural achievements of the Greek 
cities of the West is dated mainly to the first half of the fifth 
century, when the ambitious policies of a number of tyrants 
became a focus of attraction in their respective cities. Ancient 
Sicilian comedy, of which the most famous exponent known to 
us was Epicharmus (in addition to Sophron, a mimographer), 
experienced great development in the fifth century and exerted 
significant influence over ancient Attic comedy. Simonides, 
Pindar and Bacchylides were attracted to the court of Hieron, 


the tyrant of Syracuse; Aeschylus himself also travelled to Sicily 
on at least two occasions, and died at Gela. Herodotus, after 
moving from Ionia to Athens, acquired the citizenship of Thurii, 
a colony founded in Magna Graecia at the behest of Pericles. 
The origins of rhetoric are said by tradition to have sprung from 
the Sicilian area; moreover, Gorgias was a Sicilian, from Leontini. 
Lysias was born in Athens from a Syracusan family, and he 
returned to his western origins in order to put the final touch on 
his training in rhetoric. But the masters of rhetoric Tisias of 
Syracuse and Polus of Acragas taught in Athens; Gorgias 
travelled to Athens as an ambassador in 427 and then remained 
in Greece. Lysias returned definitively to Athens in 415. By the 
end of the fifth century, the power of attraction of the Greek 
cities of the West had begun to decline, compared to the lure of 
Attica and Athens. 


2 Greece after the Persian Wars 


The historical circumstance that lies at the origin of the rise of 
Athens is the crucial role played by the city shortly before the 
Second Persian War, but also during the conflict itself and in the 
immediately following circumstances. Thanks to the insightful 
judgement and political farsightedness of Themistocles, during 
the decade between the first and the second conflict with Persia 
the polis of Athens had equipped itself with a defensive system 
(the city walls) and means of offensive action (the military fleet) 
that had no equal in the Greek world of that era. Moreover, by 
virtue of the Athenians’ excellent ships and tactical skills, the 
decisive naval battle of Salamis, in 480 B.C., was won by the 
Greeks. After the definitive defeat of the Persians in 479 and the 
Athenian occupation of Sestus on the Hellespont in 478 
(enabling the Attic city to exert control over the passage 
between Europe and Asia, which was utilised by ships carrying 
grain to Attica from the Black Sea regions), the common 
initiative of shrewd politicians such as Aristides but also of 
Themistocles himself built up a military alliance among 


numerous Hellenic communities. This became known as the 
Delian League and was placed under the leadership (in Greek 
nyeyovia, hégemonia) of Athens. Within the space of just a few 
decades it would prove to be an effective mechanism for 
domination over the whole of the Aegean. However, while 
Athens exercised a sort of dominion over the Aegean Sea, Sparta 
and the Peloponnesian League prevailed in control over land. 
Until the power of Rome appeared on the scene, after the end of 
the Persian Wars Greece experienced no further foreign 
invasions for roughly three centuries, thus not only for the two 
centuries of the Classical Age but also for the first part of the 
subsequent Hellenistic Age. The Romans did not put in an 
appearance until the beginning of the second century B.C., but 
until that time the system of the autonomous city-states and the 
hegemonies continued to prosper, with its more or less forcible 
alliances under the guidance of a dominant polis. 


2.1 Political transformations in the first half of the Fifth 
Century 


The period of economic development (deriving partly from 
migratory flows and also from the colonies, with the ensuing 
growth of trade) had led to the rise of a prosperous and 
dynamic social class. The transformation of the military orders 
meant that the army was no longer the preserve of powerful 
great families: rather, it was now also accessible to people 
belonging to non-noble but wealthy classes. The phase of 
tyrannies was followed by gradual decline of the traditional 
powers of the aristocracies, leading to political-social 
transformations that were characterised first and foremost by 
the clash between a more progressive and forward-looking 
party and a conservative party with a traditionalist approach. 
But it should not be ignored that, at least during its early stages, 
the conflict was conducted primarily among exponents of the 
aristocratic families who held divergent views concerning the 
on-going changes. Athens was the city that most intensely 
embodied this process: the first institutional reform (509 B.C.) 


was carried out by Cleisthenes, a member of the noble family of 
the Alcmaeonidae, who had gone into exile during the tyranny 
of Pisistratus but had subsequently returned. 

Cleisthenes is seen as the founder of Athenian democracy: 
the system he established no longer awarded primacy to the 
ancient noble tribes: rather, he introduced an organisation of 
the civic body that was not based on family origins but, instead, 
on the citizens’ place of residence. The territory of Attica was 
subdivided into numerous small districts called demes: thus the 
deme became the fundamental cell of the Athenian state, and 
citizens were identified by their belonging to a certain deme. We 
do not know the total number of demes: they were grouped 
together into ten territorial tribes, which were entrusted with 
choosing (by drawing lots) the five hundred members (fifty for 
each tribe) of the Council of the city, the Bou/é. Particular 
attention was paid to the establishment of precautions designed 
to avert the risk of some opportunist mounting an attempt to 
set up a tyranny: the institution of ostracism was hence 
introduced, a simple procedure of denunciation that could result 
in the “dangerous” person being sent into exile. During the 
years of the Persian Wars and the immediately following years, 
Athens witnessed an increasingly fierce clash between the 
democratic party (Themistocles), which supported an anti- 
Spartan policy with the aim of limiting the power of the 
conservative and oligarchic regimes, and the conservative party 
(Cimon). The latter expressed strong support for the traditional 
alliance with Sparta as a means of curbing the Persian threat 
(episodes of war against Persia continued, after 479, beyond the 
bounds of Greek territory). The ostracism of Cimon was followed 
by the courageous reforms of Ephialtes, enacted in 461 (the 
most memorable being the action whereby the archaic 
aristocratic college of the Areopagus was stripped of the greater 
part of its prerogatives in legal affairs). Finally, the democratic 
party prevailed, by virtue of the advent and action of one of the 
greatest statesmen in the history of Greece, Pericles (who died 
in 429). Thus a single guiding thread links the first democratic 
reforms of Cleisthenes to the subsequent developments in the 


direction of an increasingly participatory and radical democratic 
regime. 


2.2 The age of Pericles and the Peloponnesian War 


Economic prosperity, the great blossoming of artistic and 
cultural activity, the apogee of achievement in the realm of the 
democratic political construct: these are the accomplishments 
that characterised the age of Pericles, especially once the Peace 
of Callias with Persia (449) and the thirty-year truce signed with 
Sparta (445) granted Athens a period of peace. Taking his place 
among the great statesmen and reformers who had preceded 
him (above all, Themistocles), Pericles opted for a two-pronged 
approach. On the one hand, he favoured and amplified citizen 
participation in the institutions and mode of functioning of the 
state, progressively eliminating the limitations that had 
restricted common citizens’ access to the collegial organs of 
government and to positions within the judiciary; on the other, 
he intensified the hegemonic role of Athens versus the allied 
communities (as highlighted by the transfer of the treasury of 
the Delian League from Delos to Athens in 454). By thus 
strengthening the role of the city, he ensured that it would 
receive an enormous influx of goods and revenues, with an 
unfailingly positive outcome for the standard of living of the 
entire collective community and its individual citizens. At the 
same time, while from the point of view of life within the city 
itself Athens was rising to its highest degree of development 
and prosperity, in the sphere of foreign affairs envy and 
resentment began to be felt in other cities, especially in the case 
of commercial powers such as Corinth and Megara, which 
feared that their possibilities of expansion were going to be 
nipped in the bud, or that of Sparta, Athens’ historic rival from a 
political-ideological and cultural point of view. Things came to a 
crux in the mid 430s, when a number of skirmishes broke out, 
accompanied by reciprocal diplomatic provocations; finally, the 
situation reached a point of no return with the outbreak of the 
Peloponnesian War, in 431, between Athens and its League on 


the one side, and Sparta with its own allies on the other. 

The protracted conflict was played out in three phases. The 
first, known as the “Archidamian War,” showed the solidity of 
Athens when faced with the attacks launched by the enemy, 
despite the harsh conditions in which the events were taking 
place due to aterrible epidemic that had broken out in the city, 
decimating the population and numbering Pericles himself 
among its victims (429). Not until the Peace of Nicias (421) did 
the war finally come to an end. After the death of Pericles and 
up to the end of the war, political personalities from a 
mercantile background, i.e. representatives of the social group 
that drew the greatest speculative and factual advantage from 
the extended duration of the conflict, succeeded one another in 
the most important governing positions of the city, devising a 
whole series of unprincipled and disreputable consensus- 
building strategies. The figures in question were “demagogues” 
such as Cleon, Hyperbolus and others, who were often ridiculed 
with scathing satire in the verses of the comic playwright 
Aristophanes. The second phase of the war was marked above 
all by the expedition of Athenian triremes to Sicily (415-413 B.C.), 
which shifted the scene of warfare from the Greek peninsula to 
the West. It came to an end with a terrible defeat of Athens in 
Syracuse, leading to disastrous military consequences and far- 
reaching symbolic implications. The third and final phase 
featured the aristocratic Alcibiades as an inconsistent 
protagonist and as an éminence grise. Involved in legal scandals 
concerning obscure events of local crime that took place shortly 
before the naval expedition to Sicily (an act of vandalism with 
mutilation of busts of Hermes, or “Herms,” in various public 
places of the city; an episode of religious profanation 
perpetrated with a parody of the mystery rites), Alcibiades had 
fled into voluntary exile in the Peloponnese. For several years he 
acted as the mind behind Spartan military strategy, also 
weaving diplomatic relations with the Persian satrap 
Tissaphernes as well as being instrumental in plotting the coup 
d’état in Athens in the spring of 411 (when the oligarchic regime 
of the Four Hundred was set up, attenuated a few months later 


by the regime of the Five Thousand). Subsequently, Alcibiades 
regained the trust of his fellow citizens: returning triumphantly 
to Athens in 408, he succeeded within a very short time in 
achieving for his city several important - albeit ephemeral - 
military successes. Eventually, in 405 B.C., the Athenian fleet was 
defeated at Aegospotami, in the north-eastern Aegean; shortly 
thereafter, the Spartan ships commanded by king Lysander 
proceeded to enter into the port of Piraeus, and before long 
Athens was obliged to capitulate (404 B.C.) The city had to resign 
itself to a drastic downsizing of its role, renouncing the Delian 
League; furthermore, democracy was very severely undermined, 
with the imposition of a fierce oligarchic regime known as the 
regime of the Thirty Tyrants, with a pro-Sparta orientation. 
However, the Tyrants held power for no more than a few 
months before a democratic regime was restored. 


2.3 The Greeks in the West 


During the Classical Age, the city of Syracuse rose to a position 
of undisputed preeminence. It was here that the tyranny of the 
Deinomenidae established an iron grip on power, carrying out 
an aggressive and highly effective expansionist policy on the 
island. Upon the death of Gelon (485), power passed to his 
brother Hieron I (478-467/6), who accentuated the militarisation 
and monarchic aspects of the regime. Furthermore, he 
established no less than a veritable court, surrounding himself 
with artists and poets of great fame, such as the lyric poets 
Simonides, Pindar and Bacchylides, the Athenian tragedian 
Aeschylus, the comic playwright Epicharmus and others. By 
defeating the Etruscans at Cumae, in 474, Hieron made a 
decisive contribution to halting Etruscan expansion and 
influence in Campania. However, the suffocating character of 
the regime imposed by Hieron was such that, upon his death, 
the population of Syracuse rebelled against his successor, his 
younger brother Thrasybulus, chasing him out of the city and 
thus bringing the Deinomenid dynasty to an end (465). 

The role of Syracuse came impressively to the fore again in 


the second half of the fifth century, during the Peloponnesian 
War, when the city, founded by Corinthians and a natural ally of 
the Peloponnesian grouping, repeatedly became the target of 
attacks by Athens. In 427 B.C., during the early years of the war, 
Athens sent twenty triremes on a reconnaissance mission to the 
Ionian waters of Sicily, where they were also intended to have a 
role as intimidators (this is the foray defined as “the first 
expedition to Sicily”). The city of Messana (today Messina) was, 
at first, removed from the sphere of control of Syracuse and 
then lost, and the Athenian ships sailed back to the homeland 
after a peace congress held in Gela in 424. A decade later, as 
already mentioned, Athens armed a veritable naval mission with 
the task of laying siege to Syracuse and conquering the city: but 
the mission proved to be a miserable failure, resulting in the 
defeat and decimation of the Athenian forces (“the second 
expedition to Sicily,” 415-413 B.C.). 

A slowdown in the fortunes of Syracuse and of the Greek 
cities of the West made itself felt between 409 and 405 B.C., 
when the Carthaginians launched an impressive attempt to 
subjugate the island. Their onslaught was marked by conquests 
and destructions of cities (Selinus, Himera, Acragas, Gela and 
Camarina), while in Syracuse itself, havoc was wrought by 
political in-fighting resulting from disagreement over how to 
manage the difficult Sicilian situation. It was in this context that 
there emerged the figure of an official who soon acquired 
prominence: the future tyrant Dionysius I, the Elder. His 
adversaries’ reputation having been reduced to tatters, he 
obtained the position of stratégos with full powers, after which, 
having finally signed a peace treaty with Carthage, he ruled with 
a regime of absolute power that lasted for close to forty years, 
from 405 to 367. Dionysius’ regime became one of the most 
significant landmarks in the history of Greece, establishing 
power over the area of western Sicily and the Strait of Messana 
and thus building up a territorial dominion which, although 
heterogeneous, was nevertheless of exceptional size for that era 
(a forerunner, as it were, of the later expansion of Macedonia in 
Greece and subsequently of Rome in Italy and the 


Mediterranean). The tyrant often intervened authoritatively in 
the political and military affairs of the Greek motherland, 
thereby acquiring considerable repute and consideration both in 
Athens and Sparta. Furthermore, the Syracusan politician’s 
experience aroused the interest of the Athenian philosopher 
Plato. The latter examined the subject with great attention and 
expectation, and travelled to Syracuse three times, where he 
was, at first, hosted by Dionysius I in about 388, and then by the 
son and successor of the latter, Dionysius II (367/6-357/6) in 
367/6 and again in 361. 

Dionysius II, the Younger, sought to some extent to follow 
the path laid out by his father, but he had to contend with the 
hostility above all of his paternal uncle Dion. In 357 Dion 
succeeded in overthrowing him, and remained in power until his 
death in 354. After various vicissitudes, Dionysius II briefly 
regained power (347/6-345/4) over a city whose extensive 
domains of former times had now been reduced to a shred of 
their former size. Eventually, he left the city in the hands of 
Timoleon (345/4-337/6), a stratégos sent to Sicily from Corinth in 
order to hold in check the expansionist tendencies of the 
Carthaginians. Timoleon was successful in curbing the 
manoeuvres of Carthage and in restoring to Syracusan control 
the cities that had been lost or had defected. Under his rule, a 
new phase of demographic and economic development of the 
polis and the island was ushered in, with the establishment of a 
moderate oligarchic regime. Finally, Timoleon voluntarily 
relinquished absolute power. 


2.4 The Fourth Century: from the hegemony of Sparta to the 
Macedonian conquest of Greece 


The half-century between the collapse of the hegemony of 
Athens and the middle of the fourth century was characterised, 
in Greece, by frequent redefinitions and readjustment of the 
political playing field, resulting from the fluidity of constantly 
changing alliances and hostilities. In comparison to the Athenian 
domination, which had been founded on a carefully balanced 


combination of profoundly complementary domestic and 
foreign policy, and had at its disposal a first-rate naval 
apparatus, the subsequent period (404-371 B.C.) exposed 
Sparta’s lack of dynamism and of diplomatic expertise. For while 
it is certainly true that various oligarchic governments 
sponsored by the Peloponnesian city did acquire considerable 
power in a number of places, it can also be noted that Sparta did 
not succeed in establishing profound and enduring links with 
the allied or subjugated cities. Hence the growing sense of 
dissatisfaction, accompanied by anti-Spartan initiatives, among 
which it is worth mentioning the reconstitution of the Delian 
naval League (377 B.C.). Admittedly, the League was re- 
established on a far smaller scale than its predecessor, yet its 
renewed presence was an evident symptom of Sparta’s difficulty 
in exercising hegemony over Greece. After just a few years, 
Thebes deprived Sparta of its dominant role (with the battle of 
Leuctra of 371 B.C.), in the wake of a notable development of the 
Boeotian city’s military power. But this hegemonic force was 
itself soon defeated (362 B.C., battle of Mantinea, in which 
Epaminondas, the Theban commander who had been victorious 
at Leuctra, met his death), as a result of the revived spirit of 
independence and particularism of the cities; on the other hand, 
many of the cities joined together in leagues as a bulwark 
against the overweening power of Thebes. Thus it was a period 
of constant reshuffling of alliances and of crises undermining 
the hegemonic system. Such a trend seemed to highlight the 
great vitality of the political system of the city-state, until the 
kingdom of Macedonia appeared on the scene and made its 
entry into the affairs of Greece. 

Philip II came to the throne of Macedonia in 359 and his first 
aim was to oust the Athenians from Thrace and Chalcidice and 
to occupy Thessaly, so as to take advantage of every possible 
opportunity to gain a foothold in Greece. In addition to his 
military strategy, Philip also brought into play his extremely 
astute diplomatic skills, which enabled him to gain a position in 
the highly complex web of relations among the poleis and to 
become accredited as an authoritative and indispensable 


interlocutor in the political questions of the Hellenic peninsula. 
This sheds light on why Athens experienced the rise of an active 
anti-Macedonian party, headed by the great orator 
Demosthenes, who played an active role in setting up an alliance 
of Greek city-states to counter Philip’s very evident expansionist 
intentions. Finally, matters came to a head and a conflict broke 
out: the confederated Greeks were defeated at Chaeronea in 
338 and were obliged to acquiesce in joining together as part of 
a league which, effectively, was controlled by Macedonia. In 336 
Philip was murdered and was succeeded on the throne by his 
young son Alexander. For the Greeks this seemed a good 
Opportunity to mount a reaction, given that some of the 
populations of the north had rebelled against Macedonia. But in 
335 Alexander attacked Thebes, which he conquered and 
destroyed, reducing large swathes of the population to slavery 
and massacring countless citizens. The anti-Macedonians were 
constrained to admit defeat, the Greek city-states were 
objectively weak and the hegemony of Macedonia soon 
extended throughout the Greek peninsula. This was the 
beginning of the end of the city-state, and its relationship with 
the victorious forces increasingly took on the character of 
annexation to the kingdom. 

Alexander the Great’s conquests began with the subjugation 
of the historic enemy of Greece, namely the Persian empire; his 
victories then began to extend further towards the Orient and 
achieved an amazing territorial extension, reaching as far as 
India. After the end of the expedition to the Orient in 324, 
Alexander energetically devoted renewed efforts to a 
reorganisation of the enormous empire, with the fundamental 
aim of promoting a fusion of civilisation and culture between the 
conquering Greek element and the subjugated peoples. In 323 
his activity was unexpectedly brought to a halt by his sudden 
death in Babylon. 


3 Literary genres in the Classical Age 


Although rigid classifications should be avoided, as they 
unfailingly tend to distort the complexity of historical transitions, 
one cannot fail to recognise the existence of a certain 
connection between some literary forms and the historical 
period in which they achieved their greatest achievement and 
produced their most renowned results. The Archaic Period of 
Greek literature opened with the age of epic, a poetic genre 
which then declined inexorably after the era of Homer and 
Hesiod. Epic returned a few centuries later, in the Hellenistc Age, 
but with rather different features. The period that followed can 
justifiably be called the age of lyric poetry, in which the feature 
that stands out is the most amazing development of the various 
forms of elegy, the iamb and monodic and choral melic poetry. 
During the first half of the fifth century, the tradition of archaic 
and late archaic lyric poetry shone with the glory of its last great 
season: Pindar (who died possibly around 438) and Bacchylides 
(whose death is dated after 452) were the first great lyric poets 
to reach their maturity after the beginning of the Persian Wars. 
Thus a considerable part of their activity took place at the same 
time as that of Aeschylus (who died in 455), Sophocles (who first 
rose to prominence in 468) and Euripides (who made his debut 
in 455). Yet despite this partial chronological overlap, a 
difference can be perceived among these poets, with regard not 
only to their cultural approach and their ideas, but also their 
themes; consequently, these poets are effectively linked to 
different eras. The modes of expression of lyric poetry continued 
to play a significant role in the choral parts of drama, which 
were specifically described as “lyric parts”: within the 
overarching framework of poetic production, therefore, the 
dominant role very soon passed to the poetry of theatrical texts. 
Epic and lyric productions were associated with the political 
background and the cultural atmosphere of an aristocratic city: 
that is to say, of a society ruled by a restricted class of families of 
large landowners who sprang from ancient hereditary nobility 
and enjoyed vested power and wealth. Epic basically expressed 
the most ancient values, which were common to all people, and 
were both traditional and consolidated. Lyric verse, in its various 


genres, was likewise linked to the aristocratic society, but tended 
to reflect its phases of internal tension. This was to some extent 
due to economic and social phenomena, such as the onset of 
colonial flows, the laws passed by legislators, and the rise of 
tyrannies with their associated conflicts. Taken together, these 
phenomena prompted a form of poetic production that was 
linked to the range of occasions of social life, differentiated 
according to the various groups and clusters of the population 
and responding to different demands and situations. In Athens, 
after Cleisthenes’ reforms and the Persian Wars, a new political- 
social structure was gradually emerging. The cultural and 
intellectual climate of the democratic polis favoured the rise of 
new literary forms, which displayed a clear link with the new 
forms of social life and intellectual debate. While epic and the 
lyrical tradition were declining, poetry expressed through the 
form of drama, as in Attic tragedy and comedy, acquired great 
status and enjoyed enormous popularity in the fifth century. 

An amazingly extensive range of drama was produced, with 
great numbers of authors. It should be borne in mind, in this 
connection, that vast quantities of materials have been lost in 
transmission through the tradition, with the result that we can 
read but a few complete works, and only by the tragedians 
Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides and the comic playwright 
Aristophanes. Aeschylus debuted as a tragedian between 499 
and 496, in other words shortly after Cleisthenes’ reforms and 
twenty years or so before the end of the Persian Wars. He was 
active throughout this period: his works do in fact contain some 
archaic features, but at the same time he also displays the new 
cultural atmosphere of Athens, especially in his later production. 
Subsequently, with the tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides as 
well as Aristophanes’ comedies, Greek drama came to reflect 
more vividly the socio-political situation and the intellectual life 
of a more advanced Athenian democracy, then becoming a 
witness to the crisis of Athens as it faced the developments 
associated with the Peloponnesian War, with its tragic 
conclusion marked by Athens’ loss of hegemony. 

In a sense, tragedy continued in the footsteps of epic, 


making use of the mythic-heroic contents of the latter to 
address current topics as well as the problematic needs and 
desires of man in general. Comedy, on the other hand, inherited 
the caustic and satirical attitude of iambic-trochaic poetry, 
immersed in the lively political debate and imbued with a comic 
spirit that strongly appealed to a very broad audience. Although 
the echo of political events and of a wide range debate of ideas 
had a sharply different representation in tragedy as compared 
to comedy, drama as a whole continued to reflect political 
themes. This was perfectly natural, as one of the intrinsic 
characteristics of these two genres - which distinguishes them 
radically from the earlier literary forms - lay in the range of 
viewers to whom they were addressed. Drama was composed 
for an audience ideally made up of the entire city community: it 
dealt with themes that were familiar to all those present, themes 
that would be of interest to the whole of the audience. Thus 
anyone watching the performance could legitimately be 
assumed to hold an opinion. This was a new era: the backdrop 
of fifth-century Attic tragedy and comedy was quite different 
from the setting in which the scenes of epic and lyric poetry 
were played out. 

In addition to the rich and variegated experience of drama, 
prose production also gained ground during the Classical Age. 
Four major genres saw an increase in prose works: 
historiography, philosophy, scientific prose and oratory. 
Historiographic and philosophical prose had already put in an 
appearance during the Archaic Age: in fact, in the tradition these 
two branches of knowledge competed for the honour of having 
hosted the first writer to make use of prose. During the fifth 
century, historiography saw the work of the great noble fathers 
of the genre, Herodotus and Thucydides, followed in the fourth 
century by Xenophon and a great range of other authors who 
were representative of sundry different forms and orientations 
(from Ephorus to Theopompus to the Attidographers). As far as 
pre-Socratic philosophical prose is concerned, virtually the entire 
production has been lost, with the single exception of some 
pages of Antiphon. This loss is, however, to some extent offset 


by the preservation of many of the works of two giants of the 
history of thought, namely the works of Plato and Aristotle. As 
far as scientific prose is concerned, we have very little that could 
give us some at least partial documentation of the phases prior 
to the fifth century, when medicine was at the forefront of 
attention with the most ancient works of the Hippocratic Corpus. 
In the overall framework of prose, the real innovation of the 
Classical Age concerns the birth of rhetoric and the great 
development of oratory, which arose in connection with the 
forms and situations of democratic life. The traditional account 
of the birth of this genre sees it as arising in the Greek lands of 
the West, specifically in Sicily. However, oratory would 
subsequently spread its wings in democratic Athens, 
permeating the city institutions - from law courts all the way to 
local assemblies - and in this city the art of oratory unfolds its 
most magnificent achievements, from Lysias to Isocrates and 
Demosthenes. 

Aristophanes died around 385, twenty years or so after the 
end of the Peloponnesian War. After the last manifestations of 
great dramatic productions, in the fourth century it was the 
prose genres that decidedly came to the fore. Thus it was the 
developments of historiography and scientific prose as well as 
the veritable explosion of oratory that put their stamp on the 
period in question. Tragedy would no longer feature any author 
comparable to the great tragedians of the fifth century; comedy 
would flourish once again and experience another great period 
of creativity, but only at a later stage, with the “New Comedy” of 
Menander, an author who by that time belonged to the 
Hellenistic cultural and social world (even though his life was 
mainly contained within the fourth century B.C.); poetry was to 
find again its highlights in different forms, thanks to the great 
poets of the Hellenistic Age. 


Tab. 3:Chronological Table of Principal Historical Events (all 
dates are B.C.) 


479 (August) Battles of Plataea and Mycale and 
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Delion 
422 —Beattrofthe Attrentarr strategos Creo 
———__—n,——aumm_end Of the Spartan king Brasidas in the 
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II From the Philosophy of Being to 
Pluralism 


1 The problem of phenomenal reality 


1.1 The problem of multiplicity 


The philosophical speculations of the Ionian philosophers, just 
as much as those of Parmenides and his followers in the Eleatic 
School, espoused the belief that reality should be traced back to 
a single prime principle. For the Ionian philosophers, this 
principle was to be found in a fundamental physical element, 
such as water, apeiron or aér, which - in their theoretical 
approach - was the element from which all things derived, as 
the outcome of differentiation. According to the view held by 
Parmenides and his school, this was the one and only being, 
eternal and unchangeable, in contrast to the multiplicity and 
changeability of phenomena. 

During the fifth century, philosophical reflections were 
developed which, starting out from the conceptions that saw the 
Origin of all things as springing from a unity, sought to solve the 
fundamental difficulty arising from this approach. The problem, 
highlighted above all by the Eleatics, was the following: if 
nothing else genuinely exists other than the one and only and 
eternal being, then phenomenal reality, which is split into a 
multiplicity of varied and changeable manifestations, is 
something different from the being; therefore it cannot be said 
to exist. Thinkers such as Empedocles, Anaxagoras and 
Democritus, who are usually referred to by the term “pluralists,” 
devoted their efforts to “saving the phenomena,” i.e. to the 
attempt to revive tangible and phenomenal reality within the 
framework of being. Accordingly, they transferred the idea of 
multiplicity onto the level of genuine principles, making it into 
an intrinsic and original characteristic of the being instead of a 
collapse of the peculiarities of the being. 

The panorama of fifth-century philosophical reflection 
includes this group of thinkers with their various issues and 
problems (Empedocles died around 420, Anaxagoras in 428, 
Democritus as late as 360, almost forty years after Socrates). It is 
a period which showcases the profound transformations 


brought about by the Sophistic movement and Socratic 
philosophy. The background to these epoch-making changes 
was the city of Athens; we will examine them in greater detail 
further on. 

One aspect of the philosophy of this period that immediately 
strikes the eye is of a geographic nature. After the rich season of 
philosophy that developed during the Archaic Age in the colonial 
areas of Ionia and the West, during the fifth century B.C. interest 
in speculation became quite widespread in the mother country 
as well, and a sort of centripetal movement towards Athens 
began to take shape. This trend was not unrelated to the 
contribution of thinkers who did indeed come from the colonial 
area: both of the greatest exponents of pre-Socratic philosophy 
active in fifth-century Greece, Anaxagoras and Democritus, were 
Originally from the Ionian area, but Anaxagoras expounded his 
theories in Athens for a few decades and was in contact with 
Pericles (Democritus’ relationship with Athens is problematic). 


1.2 Empedocles of Acragas 


The figure of Empedocles, so far as we can establish it from the 
sources, gives us the impression of being shrouded ina 
legendary aura, making it difficult to establish definite 
biographical data. He was born at Acragas in about 490-480 

B.C., into a noble family which, however, was politically 
committed in favour of the democratic party and had 
contributed to ousting the tyrant Thrasidaeus. In accordance 
with his family tradition, Empedocles took part in the political life 
of his city and acquired considerable prestige as a supporter of 
demands voiced by the people. He is also said to have 
participated in the competitions at Olympia, and to have won a 
victory on the occasion in question. He travelled to the 
panhellenic colony of Thurii a short time after its founding in 444 
B.C.: he may possibly have come into contact there with the 
Pythagorean circles of the city and he may also have met the 
historian Herodotus and the Sophist Protagoras. He soon 
became the focus of semi-legendary tales that clustered around 


his fascinating and charismatic personality, with his gift for 
supreme eloquence and his ability to assume mystical-priestly 
attitudes, gathering around him a circle of followers and 
disciples. Legends began to build up concerning his life and his 
fate: one such legend is surely the tale which has him dying by 
throwing himself into the crater of Mount Etna. It is far more 
likely that he met his end around 420 B.C. in the Peloponnese, 
where perhaps he had been sent into exile and from which he 
was doomed never to return. Aristotle considered him the 
“inventor” of rhetoric: ancient sources also mention him as the 
teacher of Gorgias. 

The philosophical profile of Empedocles displays typically 
archaic features, because it has a number of the magical and 
thaumaturgic aspects of the sages of the most ancient tradition. 
For instance, in primeval times wisdom was also expressed ina 
quite practical dimension, as knowledge - deriving from a divine 
Origin - concerning the precepts that guarantee a healthy and 
prosperous life. The anecdotes stemming from the ancient 
tradition and a few extant fragments depict Empedocles as a 
prophetic figure with the characteristics of an inspired prophet 
and seer, who cherished this portrayal of himself and cultivated 
it by bestowing the fruits of his wisdom on other men (fr. 112 
Diels-Kranz): 


Friends, you who dwell in the great city beside the yellow 
Acragas (...) I greet you! I, who for you am an immortal 
god, no longer mortal, / I go among you, honoured, as I 
am seen, / crowned with ribbons and with blooming 
garlands. / Whenever I arrive with these in the flourishing 
cities, / 1am venerated by men and by women; they follow 
me, / thousands of them, asking where is the road to 
benefit: / some of them desire prophecies, others ask to 
hear, / for illness of all kinds, a healing utterance, / pierced 
for a long time by terrible <pains>. 


As far as the works of Empedocles are concerned, two titles are 
known from the tradition, On Nature (Nepi puoewc) and 


Purifications (Ka8apypot). These titles have generally been 
interpreted as referring to two distinct poems in hexameters, 
although some would argue that they actually concern one and 
the same poem or refer to distinct parts of a single poem. 
Additionally, the indirect tradition makes reference to various 
fragments, but severe problems are encountered concerning 
not only their correct placement within Empedocles’ production 
but also their reconstruction. In recent years, a fragment of a 
papyrus held in Strasbourg has been identified as restoring 
parts of over sixty previously unknown lines of Empedocles. We 
have already stressed (cf. The Archaic Age IV 1.4) the significance 
of the discovery of a shred of a copy of Empedocles’ works, 
which has provided us with a non-negligible fragment from the 
direct tradition. The new find will enable scholars to open up 
new interpretive approaches and will certainly allow notable 
progress in knowledge concerning the thought of the Sicilian 
philosopher. 

The formal and stylistic characteristics emerging from the 
fragments confirm the prophetic attitude that was much prized 
by the philosopher from Acragas. His decision to compose a 
philosophical poem in hexameters indicates a specific intent to 
establish a link with the ancient sapiential tradition, which saw 
the poet-seer as the holder of knowledge that drew its 
inspiration from the gods. In addition, Empedocles also saw 
himself as standing in an ideal line of descent that looked back 
to authoritative and solemn thinkers such as Xenophanes of 
Colophon and Parmenides of Elea (cf. The Archaic Age IV 3.3; 
3.4.1), who had likewise committed their doctrines to the ancient 
and traditional dactylic hexameter of revered epic poetry. 

As in case of his illustrious predecessors, Empedocles’ 
philosophical poetry was also strongly imbued with Homeric 
diction, not only on the level of language and metre but also in 
terms of style. Thus one finds the formular repertory of epic, 
albeit adapted to the specific requirements of his chosen 
subject. Overall, his style includes a large part of the previous 
poetic tradition, from Hesiod to lyric poetry, in addition to the 
above mentioned philosopher-poets. One significant 


characteristic pointing to the literary nature of this poetry is the 
use of metaphor, often introduced to express abstract concepts 
in a figurative manner. For instance, Empedocles frequently 
used the image of roots, which indicates primordial elements, or 
the personification of Love and Strife, indicating the opposite 
forces that act upon these elements and result in their 
interaction. On the whole, Empedoclean poetic diction is 
characterised by its obscurity, often enigmatic, which can hardly 
be ascribed merely to the weight of a prolonged and solid 
tradition of expression, an abundant use of rhetorical figures or 
strained attempts to adapt the form to the matter. This too is an 
aspect in which Empedocles corresponds to the figure of the 
o0@oc (sophos, “sage”) in all its traditional connotations, and he 
does so with a conscious design. Everything should constantly 
call to mind that the philosopher is also a poet, or rather, that 
literariness and the poetic qualities of a mode of expression are 
an absolutely primary feature and not merely an instrumental 
element of his personality. 

The section On Nature addressed the traditional physical 
problem of the generative principle of all things, identifying it as 
residing in the combined action of four elements or “roots,” 
considered to be fundamental and eternal: fire, air, earth and 
water. The mixing and separation of these elements gives origin 
to the variety of that which exists. Love and Strife (®tAia and 
Netkoc, Philia and Neikos) are the forces that produce union or 
separation of the elements, resulting in change and 
transformations of the unstable phenomenal world. Empedocles 
thus reconciled the need to establish eternal and unchangeable 
principles (similarly to Parmenidean Being) with the need to 
reclaim, in the sphere of Being, the unstable reality of the 
sensible world, a reality which only in appearance was destined 
to be depleted and perish. 

The principles of Love and Strife are distinct from the four 
roots, but they nevertheless belong to Being, which is 
represented by a single grouping in which the two principles 
struggle incessantly against each other, prevailing or 
succumbing in a process of continuous variation that produces a 


cosmic cycle. Love and Strife triumph alternately; this affects the 
cosmic order, which undergoes the cyclical passage under 
divergent conditions. When it is Love that prevails, this brings 
about a perfect symbiosis of the primordial elements, enabling 
all things to flow into unity: this union and harmony among the 
roots is called sphairos, with reference to the perfection of the 
sphere. In contrast, Strife exploits the separation of elements, 
thereby triggering the variety inherent in multiplicity, which is 
characteristic of the current phase of the world. This produces 
disharmony and conflict, which Empedocles describes as a 
“vortex.” Thus the cosmos could be the result that developed 
during the transition from the sphairos, the reign of Love, to the 
vortex, the reign of Strife, or during the inverse route 
represented by the return to the sphairos. 

His approach prompted a keen interest in observation of 
natural phenomena. Knowledge of reality was regarded as 
being possible because the four fundamental elements give 
substance in the same manner both to things that lie outside of 
ourselves and also to our sense organs. From things there flow 
particles of matter, in the form of effluvia, which are 
Opportunely perceived and captured by the organs through very 
tiny apertures or pores, thereby giving rise to sensory 
perception, i.e. a sensation. This conception responds to the 
principle according to which “like recognises like”: 


For it is by earth that we see earth, by water water, 
by aether divine aether, and by fire destructive fire, 


and fondness by fondness, and strife by baleful strife. (fr. 
109 D.-K.). 


The fragments that the tradition assigns to the Purifications have 
a predominantly moral type of content, and are presented in the 
form of exhortations addressed to the poet’s fellow citizens. 
Empedocles underlines basic cosmic unity, inasmuch as all 
beings, whether animate or inanimate, derive from the 


combination of the four fundamental elements, in a continuous 
and enduring process whereby beings are transformed into 
other beings. This gives rise to an ethical vision that condemns 
any violence perpetrated against any being, whether regarded 
in the form of a being similar to man, and to the idea of 
reincarnation. Such a view can be seen as having an affinity with 
the Orphic conceptions that were also accepted by the 
Pythagorean philosophers, but in the thought of Empedocles it 
arose and unequivocally took on the configuration of a logical 
consequence of the principles expressed in his physical doctrine 
(fr. 117 D.-K.): 


For as for me, once I was already both a youth and a girl, 


a bush and a bird, and a sea-leaping, voyaging fish. 


1.3 Anaxagoras of Clazomenae 


The episode that is generally regarded as crucial for the spread 
of philosophy in Athens is the presence of Anaxagoras of 
Clazomenae in the city. His arrival is usually dated after 480 
(though some would argue he arrived no earlier than 462). 
Anaxagoras was the first philosopher from a Ionian background 
to practise his profession in the land and environment of Attica. 
Anaxagoras’ activity unfolded during the age of Pericles, the 
stratégos and politician who governed the city for roughly thirty 
years, approximately between 460 and 429 B.C. Under Pericles’ 
leadership, the polis flourished and experienced strong 
economic and cultural development, thereby contributing to the 
rise of more advanced democracy. Anaxagoras, building on his 
good relationship with Pericles and the respect the latter 
showed towards him, took the opportunity to profess and 
circulate his own ideas, putting forward rationalist ideas and 
prompting philosophical reflections that would become a long- 
enduring aspect of the cultural life of the city. 

Anaxagoras, who came from Clazomenae, a Ionian colony in 
the Gulf of Smyrna in Asia Minor, was born around 500 B.C. He 


moved to Athens after the Second Persian War, and for a 
prolonged period of time he carried out his philosophical activity 
in the city; among other things, he was the teacher of Pericles 
and, according to the tradition, also of the tragedian Euripides 
and the philosopher Archelaus (whom the sources indicated as 
Socrates’ teacher). During the year 433/2 Anaxagoras became 
involved in the wave of scandals and lawsuits that engulfed the 
entourage of Pericles; the charges brought against him were 
based not merely on his friendship with the stratégos, but also 
on real hostility against his doctrines, on account of the 
independence and originality of his thought. The accounts of the 
sequence of events that have come down to us relate that the 
philosopher was put on trial for impiety, as he had denied the 
divinity of the sun and the moon on physical-astronomical 
grounds, and that he was also accused of “Medism” (a political 
attitude favourable to the Medes, i.e. the Persians). The sources 
further relate that he was sent into exile or, according to others, 
sentenced to death, which, again according to the sources, he 
subsequently avoided through the intercession of Pericles. He 
withdrew to Asia Minor, namely to Lampsacus in the Troad, 
where he died in 428. 

Anaxagoras set forth his doctrines in a work composed in 
Ionian prose, with a title that is generally cited as On Nature 
(Nepi pUoEews), though the name was probably assigned at a 
later date. Just a few fragments of this composition have 
survived. The tradition has bequeathed us an image of 
Anaxagoras that corresponds fairly closely to the typology of the 
Ionian philosophers handed down by the tradition: a man 
deeply engrossed in speculation on physical and cosmological 
problems, aloof from the difficulties of the everyday life or the 
contingent reality of the polis and convinced that his real home 
lay in the sky. Both Plato (who offers interesting evidence of 
knowledge concerning the work of Anaxagoras in Athens) and 
Aristotle provide the information that the philosopher was 
assisted by a circle of co-workers and disciples, who took part in 
his research activities. 

In actual fact, Anaxagoras gives the impression of being 


fairly distant from the naturalist philosophers of archaic Ionia. 
The fundamental characteristic of his thought consists in an 
essentially critical intellectual attitude, i.e. based on application 
of rational analytical criteria and instruments (i.e. sense and 
reason) to the study of reality. On the question of the mythic 
and religious traditions that had influenced the vision and 
knowledge of the world throughout many centuries, he 
remained impassive and disenchanted. His attitude cannot be 
described as a programmatic challenge to the traditional beliefs: 
it is more appropriate to speak of indifference on the part of 
Anaxagoras towards the religious conceptions generally used to 
explain phenomena, his distance being compensated by greater 
Openness towards the quest for their real physical and rational 
causes. 

Making use of observation and reasoning, Anaxagoras 
addressed the main problems raised by cosmology, 
concentrating on astronomical studies and reaching conclusions 
that had a more scientific approach. That is to say, his ideas 
were substantially free from the widespread beliefs based on 
theological-religious speculation. He thus formulated a theory 
that denied the divine nature of the Sun, arguing that it consists 
of a great fiery stone; this was a “non-religious” conception of 
the sun that was taken up again by Euripides in his play 
Phaethon. Analogously, Anaxagoras reached the conclusion that 
the Moon does not shine with light of its own, but with reflected 
light. 

A similar approach can be found in Anaxagoras’ studies on 
the nature of man. The fundamental aspects he addressed 
involved biological problems, such as questions pertaining to 
nutrition, growth and reproduction. The materialistic conception 
also formed the basis of his theory of knowledge, which has 
points of contact with, but also of radical distinction from, that of 
Empedocles. Although arguing that physical particles emanate 
from objects and strike our senses, Anaxagoras maintained, in 
contrast to the beliefs of Empedocles, that the relation of 
similarity between objects and sensory organs played no role in 
determining knowledge: rather, knowledge arose from the 


difference between them. In short, in his view it was a 
qualitative difference between the object and the senses that 
led to perception of the object itself. 

Further, again within the cosmological context, Anaxagoras 
addressed the problem of the origin of the world, replacing 
Empedocles’ four fundamental principles by the idea of an 
infinite number of infinitely divisible elements, which contain the 
generative principles of things and are therefore called “seeds.” 
Each existing object is composed of a large number of seeds of 
the same type (therefore also called “homoeomeries,” i.e. 
“equal particles”), of which the object in question takes on the 
characteristics; yet at the same time, albeit to a lesser extent, 
each existing object is also composed of seeds of diverse types, 
the characteristics of which remain hidden from perception. 
Overall, each real object contains, in different quantities, all the 
principles of being, with their specific unalterable qualities: this 
enabled Anaxagoras to assert that “everything is in everything”: 


How could it be possible that out of nonhair hair could 
ever come to be, and flesh out of non-flesh? (fr. 10 D.-K.). 


He thus succeeded in overcoming the contradiction between the 
unicity of being and the multiplicity of phenomenal reality, a 
conflict that was one of the central points of the thought of 
Parmenides and the Eleatic philosophers. In Anaxagoras’ view, 
the difference between things that exist and their coming-to-be 
was to be explained as the effect of a quantitative rather than 
qualitative difference. Accordingly, the unchangeable identity of 
being is preserved in the world of phenomena, which displays a 
merely apparent changeability that springs from the 
modification of quantitative relations. 

Anaxagoras also formulated a cosmogonic theory, which 
held that at the very origin, all things constituted a single 
confused mass, from which the objects gradually became 
separated through the action of an ordering entity defined as 
Nowc (Nous, “Intellect”). This entity was endowed with the 


power to organise matter in a rational manner. Subsequently, 
after a centrifugal rotatory motion, the indistinct mass 
composed of the elements broke up little by little into various 
quantitatively differentiated aggregations of seeds. For the first 
time, within the sphere of Greek thought it was contemplated 
that the development of time might not be circular and cyclical, 
but could instead be linear and irreversible (whereas the 
Empedoclean conception espoused the idea of a reversible 
cosmic cycle). 


1.4 Anaxagorean philosophers 


It was mentioned earlier that Archelaus of Athens (or of Miletus) 
is often quoted as a disciple of Anaxagoras; the sources claim he 
taught Socrates, and also attribute to him several elegies 
addressed to the conservative politician Cimon. 

Anaxagoras’ thought exerted a certain degree of influence 
on his contemporary Diogenes of Apollonia, who, like 
Anaxagoras, composed a work entitled On Nature. However, 
Diogenes more closely followed the philosophical tradition of 
Ionian naturalism, of which he can be seen as the last 
representative. In the manner of Anaximenes, Diogenes of 
Apollonia stated that air is the prime principle: it is infinite and 
endowed with intelligence, and from air all things are derived 
through processes of transformation. Diogenes’ ideas achieved 
some success in Athens, as testified by the traces that can be 
perceived in Aristophanes’ comedy Clouds. 


2 Atomism and Democritus 


2.1 The atomists 


Fifth-century atomistic theory is represented by two figures: 
Leucippus and Democritus. While the biographical background 
of Leucippus remains obscure - in fact, doubt has been cast on 
his very existence - Democritus comes towards us with a well 


defined personality and a range of thought with regard to which 
we have considerable information. In comparison to the archaic 
image of the poet-sage veiled by an aura of mystery and magic 
(which still strongly characterises the figure of Empedocles), 
Democritus provides an effective representation of the new 
image of the philosopher, a thinker who reaches out to a 
multiplicity of interests and builds up a more complex and 
systematic vision of knowledge. 

Leucippus and Democritus were born in geographic areas 
that could be described as peripheral in comparison to the 
regions that were the focal point of political and economic 
progress in the Greek world of the time. But during the fifth 
century cultural exchange and circulation of ideas underwent 
marked development, partly also as a result of the hegemonic 
and unifying role performed by Athens in the Aegean. The great 
potential for cultural communication is testified by the fact that 
the doctrines of these philosophers address the same kind of 
problems and reflect the same proposals that characterised the 
philosophers of Elea, Empedocles and, in the Greek motherland, 
Anaxagoras. 

We know very little concerning the biography of Leucippus. 
He may have been born in Miletus at the beginning of the fifth 
century, and he was probably a few years younger than 
Anaxagoras. According to the sources that provide information 
on Leucippus, he had contacts with the Eleatic school 
(sometimes Elea is even suggested as his homeland) and it 
would appear that he devoted particular attention to in-depth 
study of the doctrine of Melissus (cf. The Archaic Age IV 3.4.2). In 
the sources, Leucippus is indicated as the teacher of 
Democritus, and Aristotle presents them as the two exponents 
of the atomistic doctrine. However, the tradition has totally 
eclipsed the role of Leucippus, to the advantage of Democritus. 


2.2 Democritus of Abdera 


Democritus was born at Abdera, a Ionian colony on the coast of 
Thrace, probably around 460 B.C.; since he himself says he was 


quite young when Anaxagoras was old, the hypothesis of 
assigning him a decidedly earlier date of birth seems to be 
excluded, although an earlier dating appears to be supported by 
several pieces of evidence. The biographical information on 
Democritus is far more extensive than that which is available for 
his predecessor, but much of the data cannot be regarded as 
certain. He is said to have learned Leucippus’ doctrines in his 
native city. Furthermore, the biographic tradition relates that he 
undertook many journeys (to Egypt, Ethiopia and also Asia, i.e. 
Persia and India), but for none of this is there any real 
foundation. This picture also includes the question of his stay in 
Athens, which has prompted fierce debate among scholars on 
the subject of his relationship with the Athenian cultural 
environment: he himself is said to have asserted that he did go 
to Athens, but that he made no-one’s acquaintance while he 
was there. He died in his homeland at an advanced age, 
probably around 360 B.C. 

The vast range of Democritus’ interests noticeably 
distinguishes him from the earlier philosophers. He set out the 
conclusions of his encyclopaedic research in a large number of 
written works, which today are almost entirely lost. The sources 
speak of an enormous production, testifying that he took an 
interest in a vast range of disciplines, including ethics, physics, 
botany, mathematics, music, grammar and medicine. In the first 
century A.D. a collection of his writings was put together in 
Rome, arranged by subject into thirteen tetralogies, to which 
must be added some that were not classified. Cicero expressed 
great admiration for his style and the rhythm of his prose (in 
Ionian dialect), which he regarded as worthy of being likened, 
for its artistic value, to that of Plato. Of all this production, no 
more than fragments remain, transmitted through the indirect 
tradition. Although present in a non-infinitesimal quantity, they 
are consistently very short or even diminutive; many of them are 
moral sayings. Our knowledge of Democritus’ physical doctrine, 
which constitutes the essence of atomic thought, depends 
almost entirely on the testimony of later authors, who still had 
the possibility of reading the philosopher's works. 


The physical doctrine of atomism, like other doctrines, also 
constitutes an answer to the question raised by the Eleatic 
philosophers concerning the relation between eternal and 
unchangeable being and the ever-changing and coming-into- 
being phenomenal reality. Thus his approach provides further 
evidence of profound awareness of this problem within 
philosophical thought, and of impassioned and unceasing 
efforts to solve the issue. Atomists believe that things are 
composed of a multiplicity of tiny and indivisible first principles, 
which are therefore known as atoms (atomoi, “not divisible”) 
and are different from one another in shape, order and position. 
Changes in things can be explained as continuous aggregation 
and disaggregation of atoms: their motion is made possible by 
the void. Atomism was the first doctrine to conceive the idea 
that a vacuum should not be regarded as the negation of being, 
but rather as a manner of being that was complementary to the 
presence of the atom. 

The atomist conception is regarded as the first philosophical 
expression of materialism, inasmuch as it seems to have made 
no distinction between matter and spirit: every existing reality 
(the soul as well) was held to result from the aggregation of 
material first principles, that is to say the atoms. Another 
significant aspect of the atomists’ conception was the idea of 
necessity, held to be the driving force of every physical process. 
It was a necessity that should be considered as arising from 
chance, distinct from any theleological aspect, whether the latter 
be a design of providence or a predetermined aim. 
Subsequently, in the work of Plato and Aristotle, casualism 
would be rejected in the name of a rigorously finalist 
conception. 

The theory of knowledge developed by atomism descends 
from the physical conception and has points of contact with the 
approach espoused by the other pluralist philosophers. Sensory 
knowledge comes about as a result of effluvia of atoms that 
move through the air, enter into contact with our organs and 
produce physical sensations. However, the atomists denied that 
sense perception led to knowledge of reality as it really is: on the 


contrary, sensory perception produces a subjective type of 
knowledge, which can be corrected only as a result of 
investigation performed by reason. The latter, in the view of the 
atomists, was the only human faculty capable of grasping the 
fundamentals of reality, the existence of atoms and the vacuum, 
their movement and aggregations. This is an important aspect, 
showing that the atomists’ approach by no means involved 
empirical materialism, but rather a rational one. 

One important point to bear in mind is that most of the 
surviving fragments consist of a substantial number of moral 
sayings on ethical matters, which raise a considerable number 
of problems. Since they are in Ionian dialect, it is assumed that 
they may be literal citations and therefore of special 
documentary value, but there is no lack of discussion and 
doubts concerning their authenticity. Despite the problems, the 
greatest number of Democritean texts - or rather, of the texts 
attributed to Democritus by the tradition - concern moral 
doctrine, but not in the form of a systematic presentation. 
Instead, they consist of a series of maxims, which bear a strong 
resemblance to the later literature involving the moral sayings 
of the philosophers. It is difficult to establish a link that would 
connect his thoughts on ethics with the rest of his doctrines, or 
to build up a unified picture of his views on the basis of the 
fragments. Democritus believed in the concept of ev8@upia 
(euthymia, “peacefulness of the soul”), to be achieved by 
cultivating the habit of self-control and rational domination over 
one’s instincts. This, in turn, should be based on rational 
knowledge of reality and of its mechanisms. Significantly, 
Democritus awarded considerable importance to education and 
practice, in contrast to natural predisposition, as a means of 
acquiring abilities and knowledge: the aristocratic ethic based 
on physis was waning and the teachings of the Sophists (whom 
we will discuss later) were making known the new orientations. 


III Very Early Drama and Aeschylus 


1 Dramaturgy in the Greek world 
1.1 The genres of drama 
1.1.1 Dramaturgy and the text of plays 


The tendency to set up forms of representation and on-stage 
fiction, especially in a ritual context, is widespread throughout 
many cultures that differ markedly in type, era and place. Greek 
civilisation was distinguished by the creation and advanced 
development of a veritable form of dramaturgy, which not only 
featured the conscious creation of written works (texts) 
reflecting precise canons of codified literary genres, but also 
displayed a notable ability to stage performances involving 
dazzling spectacle. What has come down to us from this 
production testifies to the amazing level of intricacy as well as 
the literary and theatrical complexity achieved by the Greeks. 

As is observed with other literary genres of ancient Greece 
(epic, lyric poetry, pre-Thucydidean historiography), the texts of 
plays were composed with the assumption that enjoyment of 
their contents would in the majority of cases not be based on 
generalised reading. Although the possibility that some private 
citizens did possess written texts and used them for their own 
reading is well attested even for the fifth century, this was 
certainly not a very widespread practice. Thus the texts 
produced in the context of drama were not designed primarily 
for the purpose of reading: plays and their contents were made 
known to the public almost exclusively through public 
performances. 

In seeking to acquaint ourselves with classical Greek drama, 
it is important to be constantly aware that what has been 
preserved through the written form of the plays is no more than 
a portion of the total production. It is therefore vital to avoid 
placing too much weight on the textual component of the works 


that have come down to us. Much as occurs in modern dramatic 
production, the text itself was merely one element - albeit 
essential and indispensable - of a highly structured and complex 
system. The various participants, some of whom were 
professionals, some not, fulfilled a range of clearly distinct roles 
and functions. Considerable importance attached to such 
aspects as how the actors delivered their words, the 
composition and execution of the musical and choreographic 
elements, the skilfulness of the staging and the overall direction, 
as well as attention to places and circumstances with specific 
characteristics. Thus care was taken with regard to such aspects 
as sound effects, namely the timbre, tone and volume of the 
actors’ voices, the effects of solo voice delivery in terms of 
recitation or sung delivery, the vocal performance of the choir, 
the melody and rhythm of the musical accompaniment, on- 
stage and off-stage sounds, reaction by the audience, as well as 
visual effects such as position on the stage, movements, posture 
and gestures of the actors and the choir and of any non- 
speaking characters, scenery and stage decor, dance figures, 
masks and costumes, scenery and set design, light and shade 
effects, reciprocal visual awareness among the spectators who, 
seated in a semicircle in front of the stage, were in full view of 
one another: all these features blended inseparably into an all- 
embracing and highly spectacular scene. 

Of all this set of factors that enlivened the dramatic 
performance, practically the only surviving element is the 
textual aspect. Moreover, despite the fascinating beauty of the 
texts that have come down to us - magnificent masterpieces of 
great and undisputed value - it has to be admitted that all we 
have of ancient drama is the poetic-literary component, and 
even the latter has come down to us only to a very partial 
extent. 

The often unsurmountable obstacle facing whoever seeks to 
investigate ancient drama is the almost complete loss of the 
above mentioned theatrical elements, with the exception, as 
described, of the written text. However, the traces supplied by 
the ancient documentation, labile though they may be, 


contribute to improving our knowledge. The historical and 
erudite sources preserve information on aspects of the staging, 
direction and manner of performance in ancient theatres, while 
philological investigation of the texts has identified and 
continues to discern in the texts a number of ancient 
interpolations and variants that allow insight into the direction 
and staging or to adaptations carried out by the authors 
themselves or by actors in response to the original staging 
decisions. Furthermore, metrical and prosodic analysis of the 
texts sheds light on significant aspects of the theatrical 
performance, making it possible to distinguish parts intended 
for recitation, others for melodic song and ttlapakataAoyn 
(parakatalogé, “recitative”). In rare fortunate cases, new papyrus 
finds restore lyric passages from tragedies complete with 
musical notations which, however, strongly test the interpretive 
abilities of modern scholars but constitute an exceptionally 
significant piece of evidence. Finally, the progress of 
archaeological investigations constantly improves knowledge of 
the characteristics of the architectural contexts and the 
professional tools used for the purpose of performances. 


1.1.2 The genres of drama. Periodisation 


There is evidence of drama and performances from as early as 
the sixth century in several Greek cities, above all in Sicily. But 
the greatest development of ancient drama - as far as we know 
- certainly came about in fifth-century Attica, during the period 
when Athens established its dominion over the Aegean. The 
power of Athens was based, domestically, on its democratic 
regime and, in terms of foreign policy, on its supremacy in the 
framework of the Delian League. It was in this period that 
Athens reached its greatest economic, civic and artistic 
splendour; the three important genres of drama that flourished 
in classical Athens were tragedy, satyr plays and comedy. 
Tragedy (tpayw6ia, tragédia) reached its peak of success 
above all in the fifth century, in the period ranging from the 


Persian Wars to the end of the Peloponnesian War (490-404 
B.C.), namely in the period when the three most important 
authors, Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, were composing 
their masterpieces. These are also the only authors for whom 
entire works have come down to us. In the fourth century, 
production continued without interruption, but the overall level 
of the new creations was lower; this consolidated the habit of 
repeating old plays that had been extremely successful. Such a 
tendency was not previously unknown but it was rare in the 
second half of the fifth century. Later, the re-staging of works of 
the three greatest tragedians of the fifth century became an 
increasingly frequent occurrence, and the works themselves 
thus gained increasing and long-lasting fame. 

For satyric drama (oatuptkov Spdua or simply satyroi, 
odatupot), we have evidence dating back as far as the sixth 
century B.C. Starting from at least the fifth century, satyr plays 
were normally associated with tragedy, both as regards 
composition and representation. Only one satyr play, by 
Euripides, has been preserved in its full form, through the 
medieval tradition (the Cyclops). Apart from that we have 
fragments, some of which are quite extensive, and sporadic 
evidence for Aeschylus and Sophocles. It appears that in the 
second half of the fourth century the satyr play began to acquire 
a life of its own, i.e. to be performed in its own right, dealing 
with subjects no longer linked exclusively to the mythic 
repertoire of tragedy. 

Comedy (kwyuWwsdia, kKimédia) enjoyed long-lived popularity 
as a type of show. This genre was so successful that production 
of original works continued, with evolution of the themes and 
performance techniques, right up to the advanced Hellenistic 
Age, passing into the Roman world without any break in 
continuity. The ancients distinguished two or even three phases 
of the production of comic plays, on the basis of chronological, 
stylistic and thematic aspects: firstly, “Old Comedy” (dpxaia, 
archaia), which included the works of poets active in the fifth 
century, and the early decades of the fourth (we know the 
names of over forty or so playwrights), whose work is attested 


by the eleven surviving comedies of Aristophanes and by 
numerous fragments from a variety of authors; secondly, 
“Middle Comedy” (uéon, mesé), namely the comic production 
intermediate between Aristophanes and Menander (fifty or so of 
the authors are known), of which only fragments have survived; 
and finally, “New Comedy” (véa, nea), which begins with 
Menander (whose first work dates from 321 B.C.). For the New 
Comedy we have references to over sixty authors, and the 
period extends up to the middle of the third century B.C. 
Extensive parts of Menander’s comedies have been 
rediscovered by the decipherment of papyri during the 
twentieth century. 


1.1.3 The content 


Tragedy and comedy are the two genres of drama that 
underwent enormous development and achieved the greatest 
popularity in Athens between the fifth century and the 
beginning of the Hellenistic Age. This success was assured by 
their great appreciation among large masses of citizens (and, in 
certain cases, of non-citizens as well) who flocked to the periodic 
performances. The continuing popularity of such productions 
can be explained first and foremost by noting that drama was 
strongly rooted in fifth century Athenian society, as the 
development of radical democracy following the Persian Wars 
had enhanced citizens’ participation in the civil and institutional 
life of the polis. Thus drama performed on the stage offered not 
only the opportunity for enjoyment and entertainment, but also 
for collective reflection: it developed into an opportunity for the 
population to assemble and exchange thoughts on the crucial 
issues that were at the forefront of general attention (we will go 
into this issue in greater depth further below). 

The themes addressed in tragedy. The subjects addressed in 
tragedy were drawn predominantly from the very ancient 
repertoire of mythic sagas, such as the Trojan War or the tales 
associated with the city of Thebes, which constitute the material 


of poems forming part of the epic cycle (cf. The Archaic Age II 
2.1). One frequent characteristic of the tragic genre is the 
calamitous ending, which involves the death of the protagonist 
or of other characters, or sees them doomed to a hapless fate. 
Yet this feature was never an absolute rule: there are various 
cases where a positive finale in some sense put its seal on the 
entire tragic series of events that had unfolded through a closely 
linked sequence of dramatic developments succeeding one 
another on the stage. An example can be found in the Eumenides 
by Aeschylus, which followed and provided a reassuring 
conclusion to the horrors represented in Agamemnon and 
Libation-Bearers. There are even tragedies with a happy end, 
such as Helen or Jon by Euripides, which are among those that 
have come down to us. The key feature of ancient Greek tragedy 
should in fact be identified, rather, as an experience of pain 
(pathos) that affects one or more characters on the stage and 
which may, in certain cases, be independent of the eventual 
solution of the unfolding plot. 

Despite the differences - which in some cases are quite 
marked - in the sensitivities and underlying ideas that can be 
perceived in the different authors’ works, it was by no means 
rare for more than one tragedian to stage the same subject. This 
suggests it may have been the genre itself that prompted 
authors to select certain subjects, predominantly those familiar 
from the world of myth. However, one should not be misled into 
thinking that the recurrent presence of mythological themes 
and subjects produced monotonous repetitiveness. We discover, 
from the tragedies that have been preserved and from ancient 
testimony, that tragedians allowed themselves considerable 
freedom to manipulate the mythic tradition with personal 
modifications and adaptations; this enabled them to mould the 
storyline so that it would be functional to their own dramatic 
and poetic purpose and also to the particular thought-content 
they wished to communicate. In short, the mythic episode did 
not, in its own right, constitute the essential communicative 
objective of the performance. Rather, the author would rely on 
the audience’s collective knowledge of the general contents of 


the saga and exploit the spectators’ memory of previous 
performances on the same subject. This, in turn, enabled him to 
cast in a personal and original light messages concerning ethical 
values, existential and theological problems or unresolved 
conflicts smouldering below the surface of social and political 
reality, but also to promote his own artistic and aesthetic vision. 
This led quite naturally to a situation whereby the originality of 
the ancient tragedians did not reside in the invention of a 
remarkable subject for a stage performance: rather, it was 
expressed through other means, such as the characterisation of 
the figures around whom the story revolved, the structure of the 
plot, the thought-content, the effectiveness of the manner in 
which the on-stage activity built up a highly effective spectacle 
from the point of view of its poetic and musical aspects as well 
as its staging and choreography. 

In contrast to the above general observations, just a few - 
but significant - exceptions to the “norm” of the mythological 
subject are found precisely in several rather ancient tragedies, 
which drew their inspiration from historical events that were 
chronologically close to the authors and were associated with 
the long-drawn-out conflict between Greece and the Persian 
empire. Among these works, one important piece by Phrynichus, 
Capture of Miletus, now lost, dealt with the surrender of Miletus, 
a large city of Asia Minor seized at the end of the Ionian Revolt 
(499-494 B.C.); other names of plays that can be mentioned are 
Phoenician Women, again by Phrynichus, and the Persians by 
Aeschylus. These tragedies were staged just a few years after 
the actual event that constitutes their central theme, for 
instance the battle of Salamis in which the Greeks destroyed the 
extremely powerful Persian fleet (480 B.C.). It is also worth 
noting that - at least as far as we can tell from the surviving 
texts - even the tragedies that were based on a nucleus of 
historical fact were strongly characterised by an artistic 
Operation involving a symbolic transfiguration and a mythic re- 
working of the events. In this sense, they are to some extent a 
vision or an interpretation of the world that opens up a 
perspective extending beyond the contingent elements 


described. This is particularly true for Aeschylus’ Persians, in 
which the victory over the Persian invaders very soon began to 
take on a legendary aura, as a “myth” arising from a historical 
origin. 

Within the tragic genre the author’s message is a central 
element of the dramatic texture. Relations among men and with 
the divine, the problems of justice, power, freedom, suffering - 
all these features embody the subject-matter that was depicted 
by poets, sometimes problematising it in a tormented key, 
through the symbolic parable of myth or, more rarely, of history. 
For the viewers, tragedy represented above all an opportunity to 
immerse themselves in a gripping atmosphere, in which the 
story was often capable of arousing pathos among the audience, 
and emotive identification with the situation portrayed. This, in 
turn, awakened the psycho-emotive and rational reaction that 
Aristotle defines as catharsis (ka8apotc), that is to say, 
“purification” or freeing the mind from feelings of pain and fear, 
through knowledge and understanding of an emblematic story. 

The themes addressed by satyric drama. Our knowledge of 
satyric drama is limited, because of the almost total loss of the 
ancient texts belonging to this genre. The only work the 
medieval manuscripts have preserved is Euripides’ Cyclops, while 
papyrus finds have restored fragments, some of which are fairly 
substantial, of two satyr plays by Aeschylus (Net-Haulers and The 
Sacred Delegation, or At the Isthmian Games) and one by 
Sophocles (Trackers). Strongly bound up with the origins and 
development of tragedy, as we will see, the satyr play was 
characterised by the parodic representation of mythological 
subjects, which in ancient times had earned it the definition of 
Tpaywédia taiGouoa, “playful tragedy” (as mentioned by the 
rhetor Demetrius, De elocutione 169). The relation of satyr play to 
tragedy is also highlighted by the presence of the structural 
characteristics of tragedy within the satyr-play genre, although 
in the fifth century the characteristics in question appeared ina 
simpler and more rustic form. It was no doubt on account of 
these perceived similarities that throughout the fifth century 
and the first half of the fourth, satyr plays were performed at 


the end of a sequence of three tragedies: the parodic 
atmosphere brought relief from the emotional tension aroused 
in the viewers by the tragic plays. A chorus of mocking Satyrs 
(men with the features of a horse or a goat) was also constantly 
present, guided by Silenus: they expressed brazen and 
impudent attitudes, only to become cowardly and spineless 
when, as it were, the going got tough. It was the Satyrs, with 
their grotesque role, who were entrusted with the major comic 
components of the performance, and their comical antics were 
frequently peppered with licentious elements, as well as lewd 
and bawdy jokes. The satyr chorus also featured a characteristic 
element, namely a dance known as oiktvwvtc (sikinnis). 

The themes found in Attic Old Comedy. The various elements 
of comedy converge, in a sense, towards what would appear to 
be the main aim of the genre: raising laughter among the 
audience. Unquestionably, the laughter prompted by the comic 
elements was deliberately intended to have a cathartic effect, 
similarly to the sympathetic identification produced by the tragic 
pathos. In both cases this was designed as a means to free the 
members of the audience from internal tensions, thereby 
contributing to stabilisation of the human mind. However, in 
contrast to the tragic author, a comedy writer could rely ona 
broader and more diversified repertoire of stage tricks and had 
at his disposal a greater range of pranks, some of which were 
invented on the spot, as well as intricate plots, wisecracks and 
gags that raised immediate roars of laughter, verbal 
aggressions, word games, lascivious and lecherous language. 

Perhaps it was precisely because of its very nature, designed 
as it was to surprise and amuse the spectators, that comedy 
maintained greater freedom of composition and structure. On 
the other hand, this also led to a certain deficiency on the plane 
of internal compactness, with the result that in some cases 
whole scenes were devoted to little more than the transitory and 
ephemeral effects of a comic atmosphere with a paucity of in- 
depth significance. Be that as it may, greater freedom and fewer 
constraints enhanced genius. For instance, Aristophanes 
successfully took advantage of the potential the genre offered 


him, making creative use of comic situations involving particular 
forms of language and stylistic devices that allowed him to 
exploit his creative verve while at the same time communicating 
a political message. 

As far as the actual subjects of Old Comedy are concerned, 
comedy writers of the Classical Age - no differently from their 
tragedian colleagues - drew on the great store-house of the 
mythological tradition. In such cases, the basic circumstance of 
the audience’s familiarity with the mythological background, 
which mirrored problems involving the current affairs of the 
time, as already outlined for tragedy, is equally valid for comedy. 
However, certain important distinctions should be borne in 
mind. While the mythic heritage did indeed provide the comedy 
writer with a fertile opportunity for the construction and comical 
or grotesque deformation of well-known plots, in the second 
half of the fifth century the authors began to accompany - and 
sometimes definitively replace - the mythological themes with 
“political” subjects that mainly reflected the current affairs of 
the time. The themes focused on such issues as political debate 
and social conflict, war and peace, conflicts between generations 
or the education of young people: all these questions were 
addressed on the stage and, filtered through the lens of 
comedy, were thus subjected to judgement by the public. 

The concept of offering the audience the chance to watch 
the unfolding of a plot that was inspired by real life yet was 
completely invented raised a series of rather unusual problems 
for the playwright, as clearly emerges in the following fragment 
from the comedy Poetry by Antiphanes, who lived in the fourth 
century B.C. (fr. 189 Kassel-Austin): 


Tragedy’s a thoroughly enviable 
type of poetry! The plots first of all, 


are familiar to the audience 


before anyone speaks a word: so all the poet has to do 


is offer a reminder. Because if I say “Oedipus,” 

they know everything else: his father’s Laius; 

his mother’s Jocasta; who his daughters and his sons are; 
what’s going to happen to him; what he’s done. Again, 

if someone mentions Alcmaeon, he’s as good as named 
all his children, plus the fact that he went crazy and killed 
his mother, and that Adrastus is going to get annoyed 
and come straight home and go off again ... 

Then, when they've run out of anything to say 

and have totally collapsed from exhaustion in their plays, 
they raise the theatrical crane like a white flag - 

and the audience is satisfied! 

We don’t have these advantages, so we have to invent 
everything: new names...; 

and then what happened 

previously, the current situation, the conclusion 

and the introduction. If some Chremes or Pheidon omits 
even one of these points he’s hissed of the stage; 


but they let Peleus and Teucer get away with this. 


|" 


In a comic production of a “political” type, the characters 
represented on the stage were quite frequently caricatures of 
actual citizens of the time familiar to the community of viewers 
as holders of political office. The poet would miss no 
Opportunity to make fun of them, ridiculing their defects and 
mistakes with the mocking tones of fierce satire (the iauBLKh 


idea, iambiké idea, i.e. the aggressive attitude that was 
traditionally associated with iambic poetry) and resorting not 
only to veiled allusions but sometimes also to explicit references 
(Ovopaoti KWHWSeEtv, onomasti kimédein, “mocking someone by 
their very name”). 

This near-overlap between the theatre performance and real 
life by no means prevented comedy - even the works of a more 
realistic character - from indulging in flights of fantasy. One 
need only mention the presence of talking animals, often 
forming part of the chorus, as in Aristophanes’ comedies Wasps, 
Frogs and Birds. In fact, some of Aristophanes’ comedies even 
have a surreal aura veiled with utopianism: for instance, in Birds 
the two protagonists become the founders of an ideal city half- 
way between the earth and the sky, drawing their inspiration 
from bird society, and in Lysistrata the playwright goes so far as 
to put forward the idea of a government composed only of 
women, suggesting it could be a solution to all the ills of society. 
The mission of such a government, as conceived by the author, 
was imagined as the pursuit of the utopian objective of putting a 
complete stop to the concept of war, even though such an idea 
would have been absolutely inconceivable in the author's day. 

In the surviving plays and fragments, the attitude of these 
comedy writers seems to waver constantly between, on the one 
hand, political commitment and, on the other, a preference for 
entertainment with overall disregard for political affairs. This 
variability may have been influenced, to some extent, by the 
day-by-day trends in political and social awareness. Be that as it 
may, it certainly appears to be the case that whatever the 
intentions of the author or the implications of the choice of 
subject, a large part of Attic Old Comedy is intrinsically pervaded 
by politicised attitudes, which we will discuss in further detail 
below with regard to Aristophanes. But it seems equally true 
that in the last analysis the predominant aim is to seek a comic 
effect that will amuse the spectators. Thus the theme, whatever 
it happens to be, will inevitably be diluted and rarefied when 
expressed in scenes that are often motivated exclusively by the 
quest for clever jokes, amusingly absurd happenings, or 


circumstances that draw their lifeblood from the exhilarating 
but labile comic vim of a gag. Yet at the same time one should 
never overlook the basic fact that laughter does also encompass 
a political-ideological dimension, especially in terms of the 
decision as to which on-stage character should be prompted to 
break into laughter and about what subject, or who should be 
the butt of a cheeky one-liner, or of the poisonous barb or 
absurd caricature: for such elements undeniably have 
considerable power to shape and orient the audience's attitudes 
and opinions. 


1.2 The performances 
1.2.1 Drama and the polis 


We learn from ancient sources that around 535 B.C. the 
Athenian tyrant Pisistratus set up the tragic games known as the 
Great Dionysia. These were play-writing and acting competitions 
that were to be held in the presence of the whole of the local 
community, on the occasion of the city’s major religious festivals 
in honour of Dionysus. Such a project evidently implies that the 
phenomenon of theatre performances had already been in 
existence for (some) time in Athens, and drama had presumably 
achieved a level of popularity that called for performances 
accessible to a wide public. This significant development shows 
that as from about 535, the performance of plays in Athens 
received official approval and was institutionalised as official 
games, that is, they were regulated in accordance with rules that 
were formally binding on the state and involved the entire civic 
community at fixed periods during the year. Thus while for 
centuries the social elites of the aristocratic poleis had 
clamoured for cultural entertainment and their demand had 
been satisfied by epic and lyric poetry, now the overall 
community of Athens found itself rewarded - through the 
initiative of the tyrant of the city - with a specific form of poetic- 
musical performance. 


This new set-up, which became consolidated when the 
tyrannical regime was fully in power, proved to be extremely 
effective and enjoyed great popular support, undergoing further 
evolution and becoming even more strongly rooted in Athenian 
society during the prolonged period when Athens was 
developing its democratic institutions, namely during the fifth 
century. The performances became one of the main occasions 
whereby the people of Athens, massed on the tiers of the 
theatre, exerted crucial influence in swaying the outcome of the 
games in one or the other direction: in so doing, they became 
aware of their democratic identity and expressed their strong 
aspiration towards egalitarianism. Moreover, through the 
grandiose nature of the performances, they further legitimated 
the hegemonic influence exerted by Athens over the subjugated 
cities. 


1.2.2 The logistical context: Greek theatres 


The buildings in which Greek drama was performed, as 
“containers” of the performance and its viewers (i.e. of the 
collective community of the city), were the outcome of a 
complex evolution resulting from a variety of different 
functional requirements. Three main components can be 
highlighted: 


1 
The orchéstra (Opynotpa), which consisted of the dance 
floor, originally circular in shape, but later reduced - 
although not consistently - to a semicircle. This was 
where the chorus executed its movements and 
performed the sung parts. Since it has been plausibly 
hypothesised that the choral parts of tragedy may have 
arisen from the lyrical-choral form of the dithyramb, 
which even in the Classical Age was still performed in the 
theatre by the chorus-singers standing in a circle, the 
orchestra should be considered as the primordial 
architectural element of the edifice that served for the 


2.= 


performance of shows. 


The stage (oxnvn, skéné) obviously dates back to the 
introduction of the actor who engaged in dialogue with 
the chorus; therefore, the stage should be regarded as 
an element of the theatrical structure that post-dates the 
orchéstra. The term skéné itself, which literally means 
“tent,” originally referred to the curtain that was drawn 
to mask the service areas, which included the costume 
and stage-prop storage areas and the actors’ dressing 
rooms. The term ttpooknviov (proskénion or in Latin 
proscenium) designated the front aspect of the stage, 
facing the orchestra; it normally simulated the facade of 
a building, providing the backdrop against which the 
actors performed. 


The Greek term 8éatpov (theatron, from the root of the 
verb 8edouat, theaomai, “to look on at a scene,” “to bea 
spectator”) corresponded to the Latin term cavea, 
indicating the semicircle designed to host the spectators, 
which was built in Athens by exploiting the natural slope 
of the Acropolis. It was formed of stone steps, arranged 
concentrically down a slope which led to the orchestra, 
and faced towards the proscenium. The cavea was divided 
into sectors: in the vertical direction, the division was 
formed by narrow stairways that allowed access to the 
various tiers of stone seats, while horizontally it was 
divided by a passageway bordered by banisters. The first 
tier (proedria) consisted of the seats of honour reserved 
for prestigious public figures. Above them, the 
progressively higher tiers were reserved to the ephebes 
(the young Athenians who were just coming of age), to 
the members of the Bou/é and then to common citizens; 
the rows further up might have seats for metics (non- 
citizen residents) and foreigners. The shape of the cavea 
allowed all the spectators to enjoy full view of the 
orchestra and the proscenium, but also to see one 


another perfectly: this meant that all those present had 
constant awareness of exactly what reactions and 
attitudes were being elicited among the rest of the 
spectators by the various phases of the performance. 
One should not overlook the political symbolism of this 
arrangement, which allowed the community to see itself 
reflected back to itself and to keep a watchful eye on its 
own elected officials (magistrates and bouleutai) from 
above. Moreover, the shape of the cavea influenced the 
quality of the acoustics of the environment, as the sound 
penetration was excellent and the actors’ voices could be 
heard even from the highest and most distant rows, as 
can be confirmed even today in the best preserved 
ancient theatres. 


Archaeological research has brought to light numerous theatres 
in the cities within the area permeated by Greek culture, from 
southern Italy (for instance in Syracuse, Taormina, Pompeii) to 
Asia Minor. Many of these theatres date from an era no earlier 
than the fourth century B.C., when theatres began to take on the 
appearance of imposing and extremely refined constructions, 
with impressive decorative features, gradually moving closer to 
the image of an ancient theatre as we imagine it today. Earlier, 
in the sixth and fifth century, theatres must have had a rather 
more rudimentary appearance, and many structural parts 
(especially the stage) were built not of stone but of wood. To the 
extent to which traces of ancient stone theatres have survived 
the destruction wrought by man or the passing of time, it is the 
stage that has been most severely affected: only rarely can an 
ancient stage still be admired today, while more often no more 
than the cavea and the flooring of the orchestra are visible. 
Among the most grandiose theatres of which significant 
vestiges still remain, mention should be made of the theatre of 
Dionysus in Athens and the theatre of Epidaurus, both of which 
could host at least 14,000 spectators. Not a few of the greatest 
ancient theatres were located in Magna Graecia and in Sicily; the 
most grandiose and particularly well preserved edifice is that of 


Syracuse, dating from the fifth century. 
1.2.3 The time context: the dramatic contests in Athens 


We mentioned earlier that the third decade of the sixth century 
B.C. saw the establishment of a contest (in Greek aywv, agon, 
“competition” or “contest”) in which tragedies were staged in 
competition with one another. The event took place in Athens 
on the occasion of the religious festival of the Great Dionysia or 
City Dionysia. This celebration was held every year at the 
beginning of spring in the month of Elaphebolion (equivalent, in 
modern terms, to the period from late March to early April), in 
honour of Dionysus Eleuthereus (more specifically, of the Attic 
locality of Eleutherae ['EAeu8epai], which was the seat of an 
important cult of Dionysus, transferred to Athens by Pisistratus). 
The sanctuary and the theatre dedicated to the god were 
situated on the southern slopes of the Acropolis; the remains 
that are visible today are part of the ancient stone theatre and 
date from the second half of the fourth century B.C. (the theatre 
of Lycurgus). In 486 B.C., fifty years or so after the tragic games 
had been set up, a competition among comic poets was also 
introduced as part of the Great Dionysia. Thereafter, the 
Athenians were able to enjoy five days of performances which 
featured dithyrambs, tragedy, comedy and satyr plays, all of 
which were poetic genres dedicated to the god Dionysus. These 
different literary forms responded to different and 
complementary forms of awareness concerning political and 
civic life. Thus in dithyrambs and tragedy the representation of 
the past - primarily the mythic past, though not exclusively, as 
we will see - was concerned above all with the great issues of 
the life and thought of man; in contrast, comedy focused on the 
political situation of the time, current affairs and the life of the 
citizens in their own day. Thus the past came into focus as part 
of a clash between tradition and modernity, a conflict between 
old versus new. 

Around the year 442, almost a century after the official 


recognition of the tragic games of the Great Dionysia, a comedy 
competition became a recognised institution also at the 
celebration of the Lenaea. This was a festivity likewise dedicated 
to Dionysus and celebrated in the month of Gamelion (January - 
February). The performances took place in a different theatre, of 
which there remains no trace, and its precise location has not 
been identified. Starting from possibly around 423 B.C., but 
definitely from 419, a tragic competition was also admitted at 
the Lenaea. 

Finally, at the beginning of winter, during the Attic month of 
Poseidon (December - January), celebrations of the Small 
Dionysia or Rural Dionysia were held in the various demes of 
Attica. Even in this simpler and more local environment, theatre 
performances were held, although naturally with a far lower 
outlay of resources and funds in comparison to the vast expense 
of the Great Dionysia. 

In an overall view, the evolution of opportunities for 
competitions and the various categories of events that took 
place during the fifth century can be summarised as follows: 
until roughly the middle of the century, there existed only one 
official competitive event, the Great Dionysia, the celebrations 
which were held in spring; at first it involved only tragedy, but 
later it was expanded into opportunities for comedy as well. 
During the second half of the century, the spring celebrations of 
the Dionysia events were preceded - in midwinter - by 
competitions at the Lenaea which at first involved only comedy, 
but later both comedy and tragedy were performed. However, 
the Lenaea Games were regarded as a somewhat minor event 
and drew far smaller audiences. Accordingly, these smaller 
events were less prestigious but they did provide dramatists 
with a sort of preliminary opportunity to showcase their works 
and test the audience’s reaction, ahead of the forthcoming 
more significant competition due to be held a few months later. 

As regards the “calendar of events” performed during the 
Attic year (which officially began in June), the list began in 
December with the less challenging performances of the Rural 
Dionysia, followed by the city performances of the Lenaea at the 


end of the winter, which then built up to the grand finale of the 
Great Dionysia at the beginning of spring. Due to the important 
role played by the latter as a citywide event with extensive 
implications in a number of fields, our discussion of the history 
of ancient drama will focus most significantly on these spring- 
time performances. 

The Great Dionysia competitions were usually held over a 
time span of five days. The competitions were launched on the 
first day with the dithyrambic contest: ten choruses of 50 
children and ten choruses of 50 adults, each chorus 
representing the ten Athenian tribes, competed for the prize by 
performing in succession the dithyrambs of poets who had 
enrolled in the competition. There followed the tragic contests, 
lasting for three days, on each of which a tetralogy composed by 
a single author was performed (thus there were three 
competitors). Each tetralogy consisted of three tragedies and a 
satyr play. Sometimes the three tragedies were based on one 
and the same mythic tale (a “connected” trilogy), as was the 
case with the only trilogy to have come down to us in its entire 
form, namely the Oresteia by Aeschylus, consisting of 
Agamemnon, Libation-Bearers and Eumenides. The fifth day was 
reserved for the comedy contest, in which three poets (whose 
number gradually increased to four and then to five) competed 
for the prize, with one work each. The structure of the games of 
the Great Dionysia was reduced during the Peloponnesian War 
(431-404 B.C.), when, for reasons of financial austerity, the 
competitions were held over a duration of only three days and 
only one comedy a day was performed, after the satyr play of 
each tetralogy. 


1.2.4 The social context: the participants 


Preparations for the Great Dionysia were carried out according 
to a precise procedure, which had to be set in motion a 
considerable length of time in advance. First, the eponymous 
archon would select the chorégoi (xopnyol), namely private 


citizens whose task was to sponsor the expenses for the 
education and training of the choirs that were going to take part 
in the performances; accordingly the chorégoi were chosen from 
among wealthy Athenian families. The duty of choregia was one 
among the many liturgies (Aettoupyiat, “services”) considered 
to belong to the category of public works; such services were 
performed by wealthy citizens designated by the public 
authorities. A citizen who had been thus selected had the option 
of refusing the honour, putting forward the name of another 
private individual who - in the citizen's view - was blessed with 
greater wealth and could thus be considered a more 
appropriate choice for the task. Should the proposed substitute 
deny that he enjoyed greater prosperity, the original candidate 
was allowed to propose the avtidootc (antidosis), i.e. the 
exchange of their personal estates. But in actual fact the 
designated chorégoi rarely declined the request, as the task 
awarded to them carried great prestige in the eyes of the 
citizens; moreover, their standing and reputation would increase 
even more greatly in the case of a victory. 

In the second procedural step, the eponymous archon 
examined the subjects or texts of plays proposed by the aspiring 
competitors, each of whom was required to present a tetralogy. 
Once the examination was completed, he selected the three 
most deserving authors and assigned a chorus to each one and, 
subsequently, the necessary soloists, who would recite their 
parts at the expense of the state. Once this procedural step was 
completed, preparations could begin for the performances of 
the chosen plays, with rehearsals for the actors and chorus 
practice sessions. The latter were undertaken by a purpose- 
selected chorus master or instructor (yopoStSdoKaAoc, 
chorodidaskalos). 

What this description of the preparatory tasks begins to 
show is that theatre performances called for join action among a 
fairly broad number of subjects and functions, who were 
involved on a range of levels. This differed from the situation 
involving other literary genres such as epos and monodic lyric 
poetry, which required only a solo performer (the bard, the 


rhapsode, the musician, the solo cantor), or choral lyric poetry, 
in which a single chorus-master instructed the singers. In 
contrast, the organisation of a theatre performance entailed the 
utilisation of a vast range of participants (actors, chorus, chorus 
masters, musicians, non-speaking walk-on characters, 
equipment operators and costume makers entrusted with the 
creation of masks, costumes, stage props etc.). The author 
necessarily had to interact with these figures and relied on their 
skills and expertise for the success of the performance and, in 
turn, his own hopes of success in his professional field; besides, 
the occasion was not in the hands of a private patron who had 
commissioned the work, but was a competition held in the 
presence of the author's own fellow townsmen. Furthermore, as 
noted earlier, the chorus and the actors were not chosen by the 
dramatist: instead, they were assigned by the archon. This 
meant that in the production and staging of a play the author 
had to delegate a range of functions associated with the actual 
stage performance, to a far greater extent than was the case 
with any other poetic genre: he thus had to resign himself to 
being unable to exercise full control over every aspect of its 
execution. In other words, the author had to accept a limited 
command over the enactment of his own personal artistic 
creation. Such a situation provides insight as to the reasons why, 
in the most ancient period of theatre performances, the author 
himself took on the role of (first) actor in his own plays; it also 
sheds light on why it was felt to be completely natural for him to 
take on the responsibility for preparing and being in charge of 
the performance - a function which today we call directing. In 
short, the director-actor-author was the figure, in the world of 
drama, who corresponded to the combination of author- 
performer that was a traditional characteristic of other 
traditional poetic genres in the archaic and classical Greek 
world. 

During the performances, two different orders of figures 
were directly involved on stage: the actors and the chorus. The 
front of the stage was the place where the story-line was 
brought to life by the actors (in Greek: Umtoxpttat, hypokritai, 


literally “responders”), all exclusively male. They acted the roles 
assigned to the various characters (in Greek: tpdowmta, prosdpa, 
properly speaking “faces” or “masks”). In very ancient times, at 
a Stage of the development of Greek drama that still remains 
obscure in many respects, the play was performed by a single 
actor (who, as mentioned earlier, was normally the author 
himself); subsequently, two and later three actors appeared on 
stage. In the ancient sources such inventions are attributed to 
Aeschylus and Sophocles, respectively. The most important 
character in the story was played by the first actor or 
protagonist (mpwtaywvtotns), while the other roles were 
assigned to the deuteragonist and the tritagonist 
(SEuTEpayWVLOTHG, Tplttaywvtotis). However, each actor could 
be required to play more than one character, provided - 
naturally - that the characters in question were not assumed to 
be present on the stage at the same time. This explains how it 
was possible for some tragedies to feature a considerable 
number of speaking characters: for instance nine in Ajax by 
Sophocles or eleven in the Phoenician Women by Euripides. The 
staging of comedy, on the other hand, could rely on up to four 
actors. 

Both in tragedy and comedy, the costumes worn by the 
actors required the actor to put on a mask. Naturally, the 
features depicted on the masks differed from one another, 
depending on whether they were intended to represent tragic 
or comic figures. On the symbolic plane, the mask 
communicated the idea of the estrangement the actor was 
required to undergo by appearing on the stage (this 
characteristic was congruent with the Dionysiac context, which 
called for the devotee’s estrangement from himself). On the 
plane of theatre techniques, the mask allowed an actor to play 
several different characters in rapid succession. Furthermore, 
since the expressive potential of human facial countenances 
could not be exploited, tone of voice, body language and 
gestures assumed considerable importance during the on-stage 
performance. The costumes themselves were generally rather 
showy and eye-catching, so as to be clearly visible even from the 


most distant seats. Comic actors typically donned a costume 
with a huge paunch, sporting a large and very conspicuous 
phallus, and they always wore a grotesque face mask. 

The chorus (xopoc, “group of dancers,” or “corps de ballet”) 
sang and performed their whirling dance movements in the 
orchestra, i.e. in the semicircle in front of the stage. Generally, 
once the singers had made their entry into the orchestra, they 
remained in their position throughout the performance. At the 
time of Aeschylus, the group of singers was composed of 12 
chorus members (xopeutat), increased to 15 by Sophocles, and 
it was led by a chorus leader or coryphaeus (kopu@atos, “head”). 
If necessary, the chorus could be divided into two half-choruses, 
each led by a tapaotatns (parastatés); in such a case it fell to 
the coryphaeus - momentarily deprived of his traditional role - 
to engage in conversation with the actors, thereby taking part in 
the unfolding action. While the tragic chorus usually 
impersonated either the inhabitants of the city in which the 
scene was set, or at least human individuals, the chorus singers 
of comedies sometimes represented beings drawn from the 
natural world, above all the animal world (for instance, in 
Aristophanes one finds wasps, birds, frogs and clouds). It is 
important to bear in mind that over time, soloist actors 
underwent a process of professionalisation, prompted by the 
increasingly pressing demand for high quality acting and in- 
depth interpretive ability, a need imposed by the nature of the 
works performed. In contrast, no such progression took place 
with regard to the choral component, which always retained its 
character as an amateur performance: the chorus was 
composed of common citizens chosen from within the 
communities belonging to the Attic demes. This should be 
interpreted as a precise choice, which aimed to preserve and 
guarantee ordinary citizens’ direct participation in the artistic 
event, since this manner of involving the general population was 
felt to enshrine a long-standing democratic value of the 
common people. 

Among the major characteristics of Greek dramaturgy, 
another extremely important feature to bear in mind is that the 


performance of plays was an intrinsically competitive event; 
accordingly, there was a general restriction forbidding repeat 
performances of plays in the context of urban games, at least 
during the author’s lifetime (posthumous repeat-performances 
appear to be documented in the case of Aeschylus, for instance). 
This limitation, apart from a few exceptional cases, seems to 
have been maintained throughout the fifth century. The 
underlying principle was that in a competition a play could be 
submitted and staged only once for assessment in a given 
competitive event. It was only much later, no earlier than 386 
B.C., that repeat performances of successful works by the great 
tragedians of the fifth century became a consolidated practice in 
the context of the games. This suggests that vast quantities of 
Original compositions must have been produced, of which, 
however, only a tiny fraction has come down to us. It also leads 
to the further reflection that while the general public went en 
masse to see the performances, the written text of the plays 
must have had a rather limited circulation, at least until well 
towards the end of the fourth century. The script mainly served 
as a tool used by the various participants involved in the 
production (and it may therefore have been treated merely as a 
working copy, or a rough outline, which could undergo 
modifications and adaptations or be annotated in various ways). 
Only rarely did it constitute a means through which the public 
could enjoy private reading of the works. That the text was 
intended mainly for use by the participants who actually staged 
the work (actors, technicians and so forth) is testified also by the 
great quantity of interpolations (i.e. changes and additions) still 
recognisable in the texts that have come down to us: 
presumably, such interventions were carried out by actors and 
stage directors during initial or repeat performances. 

Changes in text preservation and transmission of the 
tragedies began to appear towards the end of the fourth 
century B.C. The use of repeat performances of plays with new 
stage designs resulted in an increasing number of garbled 
expressions in the texts (especially for Euripides). Thus in 330 
B.C. the Athenian orator and politician Lycurgus passed a law 


establishing the official scripts, forbidding any interpolations or 
modifications by the actors. A few decades later, philologists 
who were maintained at the court of the Ptolemaic kings of 
Alexandria in Egypt and were intent on salvaging the literary 
works of the past engaged in the professional study and 
creation of a critical edition of the plays. This was an 
undertaking which, proceeding along a tortuous path bristling 
with complexities, laden with losses and rediscoveries, is still on- 
going today among scholars of ancient Greek literature. 

The jury at the games normally consisted of members 
selected by drawing lots among the citizens of the ten tribes, in 
order to guarantee the greatest possible impartiality. However, 
there were inevitably various elements that swayed the jury’s 
Opinion, such as the degree of enjoyment by the public, 
expressed —- and assessed - by the applause rising from the tiers 
of the audience. Three prizes were awarded in every drama 
competition: one for the best dramatist, another for the best 
chorégos and, from 449 B.C., one for the best actor. As in the 
sporting events, the prize had a symbolic value and consisted of 
an ivy wreath; this could, however, be supplemented in the form 
of pecuniary rewards granted by the state. Brief reports 
(StSaoKaaiat, didaskaliai, i.e. “drama performances”) with the 
names of the participants (authors, chorégoi, actors) as well as 
the final graded list of each competition were inscribed on stone 
and placed on public view. Fragments of these inscriptions have 
survived. 

Aristotle availed himself of this epigraphic documentation 
for the composition of his collection which, significantly, bore 
the title Didaskaliai; today, this work is lost, but it is known to 
have been a source for philologists of the Hellenistic Age. These 
materials were then incorporated into the UTIoGEoELCG 
(hypotheseis, “topics,” “subjects”), which were short notes that 
likewise date back to the Alexandrian philologists; furthermore, 
in the medieval manuscripts that have come down to us, they 
precede the text of the tragedies and usually contain a short 
overview of the content of the play. The hypothesis outlines the 
plot and often also provides valuable information on the date 


and manner of performance of the work: the poets who took 
part in the competition and the graded assessment of their 
work; the name of the did-askalos and the chorodidaskalos; the 
staging devices adopted; the actors who are considered to have 
given the best performance; and the composition of the chorus. 
A good example is the hypothesis attributed to the Alexandrian 
grammarian Aristophanes of Byzantium (third to second century 
B.C.), on the subject of Euripides’ Medea: 


On account of her hatred for Jason, because he had 
married Creon’s daughter Glauce, Medea slew the latter, 
Creon and her own children, and left Jason, to live with 
Aegeus. There is no extant dramatisation of this myth by 
one of the two others [sci/. tragic poets: Aeschylus and 
Sophocles]. The setting of the play is in Corinth, the chorus 
is made of female citizens. Medea’s nursemaid recites the 
prologue. The play was performed under the archonship 
of Pythodorus in the first year of the eighty-sixth 
Olympiad. First ranked Euphorion, second Sophocles, third 
Euripides with Medea, Philoctetes, Dictys and The Harvesters 
(Theristae), [the latter play] has not survived. 


It is clear, therefore, that the hypotheseis are an extremely 
valuable source of information and make a crucial contribution 
to reconstruction of the chronology and the non-textual factors 
of the performance of plays. Therefore they are invaluable for 
an understanding of the history of ancient Greek drama. 


1.2.5 The social context: the audience 


The audience played a fundamental role in the drama 
competitions. All the citizens and residents of the city of Athens 
were allowed to be present at the performances, with the 
exclusion of women, it would seem (although this question is 
still debated). Accordingly, the section of the city population 
present in the cavea of the theatre was composed of the same 
elements as those characterising both the people's lawmaking 


assembly (éxkAnoia, ekk/ésia) and the assemblies of the judicial 
courts (nAtata, éliaia, Stkaotnpta, dikastéria). These were thus 
the occasions when the greatest expression and “visualisation” 
of the Athenian democratic system was achieved. 

The Great Dionysia, celebrated towards the beginning of 
spring, when maritime relations resumed, acted as a magnet 
that drew great numbers of people to Athens. Attracted by the 
Opportunity for trade or diplomatic missions, they made their 
way to the capital from towns and villages scattered throughout 
Greece and the Aegean. Since also non-Athenian spectators 
would go to the theatre and watch the performances, the 
festivities of the games would constitute the ideal opportunity 
for political propaganda by the democratic regime. The 
splendour of the celebrations testified unequivocally to the 
hegemonic power, social affluence and great human and 
economic resources of the city. 

The audience naturally exerted considerable influence on 
the choice of subjects and also on the kind of plots devised by 
the authors. Since the performances took place in the context of 
a competition and had to meet with the audience’s approval - 
and the population’s assessment inevitably influenced the 
judges’ final decision - authors naturally went to great lengths 
to please the viewers. However, this does not mean that the 
playwrights (or, at least, not all playwrights) were mere slaves 
bowing and scraping to the likes and dislikes of the general 
public - witness the courage shown by experienced authors of 
the calibre of Aristophanes and Euripides who, in their 
determination to put on performances of pieces they regarded 
as being of milestone importance for their careers, consciously 
staged veritable “flops” that led to dreadful debacles. 

In short, the political and institutional background of 
Athenian democracy guaranteed that the population would be 
an active part of the dynamics of the performance, on more 
than one level. The viewers would have a participatory function 
not only as the audience, but in a sense also indirectly as 
“patrons,” by virtue of the people’s role as the body of electors 
of the archons who were in charge of the Dionysia festivals and 


the associated games. Moreover, the spectators did exert a 
certain degree of influence over the play itself and even on its 
actual performance: for instance, the competitive framework 
drove authors to endeavour, at least up to a certain point, to 
satisfy the audience's expectations, while a large number of 
common citizens contributed actively to the performances by 
becoming members of the dramatic choruses. Taken together, 
all these aspects ensured that the Athenian theatre games were 
an inimitable and absolutely unique civic experience. 


1.3 The structural components of the text 
1.3.1 The substance and extent of the theatrical tradition 


One need only reflect on the extremely rich body of plays 
composed during antiquity, which amounted to several hundred 
titles, to realise how tiny is the heritage that has come down to 
us. For instance, we know the names of 50 or so tragedians for 
the fifth century, slightly fewer for the fourth and more than 30 
for the third, and even greater numbers are reconstructed for 
comedy writers, giving a total of roughly 300 playwrights. Yet of 
all this vast production, the medieval manuscripts have 
preserved only 32 complete tragedies (7 by Aeschylus, 7 by 
Sophocles, 17 by Euripides, to which should be added the Rhesus 
wrongly attributed to him), one satyr drama (the Cyclops by 
Euripides) and 11 complete comedies (all by Aristophanes). 

Papyrus finds and citations by other authors have restored a 
great quantity of fragments of various lengths, ranging from a 
considerable number of lines to a single word. Even today, the 
study and reading of papyri retrieved from the desert sands of 
Egypt still offers the most promising prospect for new 
discoveries and recoveries, as demonstrated by the constant 
finds of even quite substantial parts of comedies by Menander, 
the main author of the New Comedy: we can now read almost 
the full text of a few of his comedies (this has even allowed them 
to be performed on stage) and a large number of fragments. 


Despite their relatively infinitesimal quantity, the plays that 
have come down to us allow modern scholars to gain a fairly 
rich and in-depth idea of the general structure of ancient plays 
and - sometimes with the precious aid of evidence deriving from 
other ancient sources - to appreciate variations and changes 
prompted by new requirements or inspired by the desire to try 
out new formats. 


1.3.2 The structural characteristics of tragedy 


A tragedy usually opened with the prologue (ttpdAoyoc, 
prologos). In the most ancient tragedies this formed a veritable 
episode, in which the action began immediately and immersed 
the viewer in medias res, while at the same time supplying the 
elements that helped to make recognisable the temporal and 
spatial setting of the mythic or historical story-line. Later, at the 
time of Euripides, the prologue had a more clearly introductory 
and preliminary character, prior to the main action. Generally 
the initial scene, presented by one of the characters - who at 
times did not even take part directly in the development of the 
plot - was devoted to a description of the previous events that 
had led up to the current situation. 

This was followed by the parodos (ttapodoc, “entry”), namely 
the entry song of the chorus as it entered the orchestra, 
accompanied by flowing dance movements. The stepping 
motion of the chorus-members was often rhythmically timed 
according to the anapaestic metre (- -- -~ -), which was 
appropriate for a marching movement, while the rest of the 
song was in lyric metre. 

After the parodos, there came a succession of episodes and 
stasima (from three to five). The episodes (€tteLo0d14, i.e. parts 
added and interposed within the choral performance) included 
dialogues and monologues recited by the characters, thus 
gradually developing the plot. The metre utilised was typically 
the iambic trimeter, the basic schema of which is as follows: 


X= eX eH KH 


Aristotle maintained (Poetics 4, 1449a 24-27) that the iambic 
trimeter offered the rhythm that most closely resembled the 
flow of natural Greek speech, in which iambic sequences were 
frequently found. The extended speeches delivered by the 
characters bore the name of rhéseis (Orjoetc), whereas the 
alternation of short and terse utterances between two 
characters was called stichomythia (ottyouv8ia) when the two 
characters pronounced their lines alternately, or antilabé 
(avttAaBn), when the change of speaker occurred within a line. 
It was also not rare for an actor to be entrusted with performing 
monodic lyric songs, in the manner of arias in a modern opera, 
or duets or trios; occasionally a character would chant a kommos 
(KOULOs), a funeral dirge in which solo singing parts and choral 
performances were performed alternately. 

The stasima (otdotpya, “[Songs and dances] performed on 
the spot,” which were performed within the perimeter of the 
orchestra) constituted the choral parts. This was a highly 
spectacular component of the play. The chorus members 
performed complex dance patterns accompanied by song in 
lyric metres: each choreographic movement, known as strophé 
(otpogn, literally “curling up,” “revolving”), was followed by a 
corresponding movement oriented in the opposite direction, 
accompanied by song in the same rhythm as the first movement 
(antistrophé, AvtLotpown); the strophe-antistrophe pair could 
close with a strophe not bound by the previous rhythmic- 
melodic correspondence and known as epddos or epode 
(€mtWS0c). 

The tragedy concluded with the exodos (€€05o<, “exit”), in 
which the action reached its conclusion: the chorus left the 
orchestra and the actors moved off the stage. 

Playwrights could make use of a number of devices and 
expedients in order to enliven the scene and put a spark in the 
performance. A special piece of machinery made it possible to 
lower an actor from above the proscenium, leaving him dangling 
in mid air, thereby simulating supernatural intervention, since it 


was far from rare - especially in Euripidean drama - for a play to 
close with scenes portraying the final resolution of the plot by 
means of divine intervention (8€dc amd Nnxavijc, deus ex 
machina). Debate is still on-going as to whether in the fifth 
century use was also made of the €kkUKAnua (ekkyk/éma), a 
“rotatory” mechanism (possibly a revolving platform) that 
allowed environments and characters to be brought from 
behind the scenes at the back of the stage up to the front of the 
stage, i.e. to the proscenium. 


1.3.3 The structure of Attic Old Comedy 


Attic comic production was vast. We know the names of over 170 
authors dating from a time period of little more than a couple of 
centuries. It was said in ancient times that the Library of 
Alexandria of Egypt held over 365 works of Old Comedy (the 
archaia), but almost twice as many were staged in Athens during 
the Dionysia and Lenaia contests. Of the very numerous works 
by the over 40 comic writers known to us among those active in 
Athens in the fifth century B.C., the only compositions that 
survive are 11 complete comedies by Aristophanes, plus a vast 
quantity of fragments of various authors. In some cases the 
fragment is so minute that we know nothing other than the 
name of the author. In short, we have to base our assessment 
on anot particularly large number of plays by a single author in 
order to reconstruct the underlying structure of the comic genre 
during the most ancient period. 

The overall picture of comedy emerging from the texts of 
Aristophanes is less clearly defined than is the case for tragedy. 
This may suggest that the stage of development of this genre 
was less advanced and codified, a circumstance which, on the 
other hand, allowed greater creative freedom. Authors were 
thus able to benefit from the opportunity to make free choices 
in the unfolding plots of their plays and to seek original 
solutions for the staging effects. Two fundamental parts can be 
distinguished in this form of comedy. The first opens with the 


prologue, which introduces the basic story and often constitutes 
an independent first scene. The entry of the chorus, here too 
known as the parodos, did not necessarily involve a lyric song by 
the chorus: rather, the chorus itself quite often engaged 
immediately in verbal interaction with the characters present on 
the stage. This was followed by the central nucleus of the first 
part, i.e. the comic competition (aywv), or by a series of 
competitive scenes, in which two or more characters vied 
verbally, taking turns in speeches with varying levels of 
argumentation on the question that formed the central core of 
the play; meanwhile, the chorus acted as the moderator. 

Sometimes the verbal competition was set up by the author 
according to a codified structure, defined as an “epirrhematic 
agon” (i.e. contest). This involved the fixed succession of certain 
specific sections and the use of precise metres: an introductory 
song by the chorus (wn, 6dé), followed by the invitation to 
speak addressed to one of the contenders (KataKeAEUGHOG, 
katakeleusmos, in iambic or anapaestic tetrameters); the speech 
by the character (€mippnua, epirrhéma, likewise in tetrameters) 
was often interrupted by the adversary’s rejoinders, and 
concluded in a frantic and hectic manner (ttviyos, pnigos, 
“suffocation”). The structure is repeated in exactly the same 
manner for the other competitor (avtw5n, antédé, and 
AVTLKEAEUOHOG antikeleusmos of the chorus, avtettippnya, 
antepirrhéma and avtinviyos, antipnigos, of the character). The 
competition comes to an end with the oppayic (sphragis), i.e. 
the final “seal” placed by the chorus, which pronounces a sort of 
verdict on the verbal competition. 

By leaving the stage, the actors signalled the end of the first 
part of the play. The second part could be preceded by the 
parabasis (tapaBaotc), in which the chorus would march in 
parade, in full view of the audience. This was the moment when 
the playwright’s instructions required the coryphaeus and the 
chorus members to simulate a temporary departure from the 
on-stage fiction: thus they would address the audience directly 
with bawdy jokes and offer reflections on behalf of the author 
himself. 


The second part of a comedy was generally composed of an 
alternating succession of short comic scenes (étteLodd1a, 
epeisodia) and choral songs (yoptka, chorica), in which the 
premises established in the first part were developed in an 
amusing manner and with a grotesque vein. The play generally 
had a happy end, with a final procession (k®poc, kKémos) in 
which the protagonist and the chorus were portrayed as making 
their way to a banquet or a wedding feast. 


1.4 The origins of tragedy and comedy 
1.4.1 A long-standing problem 


Hence the assertion some people make, that dramas 
(dramata) are so called because they represent people in 
action (dréntas). Thus, the Dorians actually lay claim to 
tragedy and comedy (...) and they cite the names as 
evidence. They say that they call villages k6mai, while the 
Athenians call them démoi; their contention is that comic 
performers (k6médoi/) got their name not from reveling 
(k6mazein) but from wandering through villages when 
banned from the city. And they say their own word for 
acting is dran, while the Athenians’ is prattein. 


This is the famous passage in Aristotle's Poetics (3, 1448a 28- 
1448b 2) that mentions the etymological arguments that form 
part of the ancient controversy on the origin of tragedy and 
comedy. The Aristotelian statement, although insufficient in 
itself to shed light on the problem, does seem to pinpoint a 
central aspect of the question, which also marks the starting 
point of modern interpretations: what were the social occasions 
and the geographic context in which tragedy and comedy arose 
and developed in their most elementary form, before becoming 
clearly codified literary genres and the most widely appreciated 
form of show in fifth century B.C. Athens? 


1.4.2 The origins of tragedy 


Awareness of the composite character of the textual structure of 
tragedy in the Classical Age (choral parts in Doric dialect and 
lyric metres, with music; parts recited in Attic dialect and iambic 
trimeters, without music) constitutes a useful starting point for 
investigating the origin and formation of the tragic genre. A 
number of different types of information and non-univocal 
observations on the topic transmitted by the ancient sources 
provide insight into the question. 

The Doric-Peloponnesian component. It would appear that the 
lyric-choral element should be regarded as dating from an 
earlier period than the other features, and that it arose froma 
more complex origin. As far as its location is concerned, it 
should be assigned to the Doric geographic and cultural area of 
the Peloponnese. 


a. Dithyramb and “satyrikon.” In his Poetics (4, 1449a 9, 20), 
Aristotle argues that tragedy originated “from the 
leaders of the dithyramb” and “from a satyric ethos,” the 
oatuptkov (satyrikon). Thus we should take this to imply 
that the primordial form of tragedy was the outcome of 
combinations of semi-literary or paraliterary elements 
which consisted, on the one hand, in chants linked to the 
cult of Dionysus, later codified in the poetic genre of the 
dithyramb, and, on the other, in mimed and 
choreographic representations performed by persons 
disguised as Satyrs (the latter were rustic fertility 
demons, with goat-like features in the Peloponnese and 
equine features in Attica, belonging to the Dionysiac 
procession). The satyr drama derived by an autonomous 
route from the satyr disguises and the associated mime 
performances. 

A connection is thought to exist between the satyric 
element and the etymology of the term tpaywédia 
(trag6dia). The Alexandrian scholars proposed 
interpretations that excluded the connection between 


tragedy and Satyrs, preferring to associate tragedy with 
the Attic cult of Dionysus: tpayw6ta (tragédia) from 
Tpaywv wn (tragon ddé), that is to say: “song for the 
sacrifice of the goats” or “singing (competition) for the 
goat prize.” However, it seems more plausible, in 
linguistic terms as well, to interpret the word as “song of 
the goats, performed by goats,” thus by the Satyrs in 
their Peloponnesian aspect. 

That at the origin of the genre there lies a combination 
of dithyrambic Dionysian songs and satyric 
performances is confirmed by an item of information 
found in the work of the historian Herodotus and 
corroborated, with the addition of significant details, by 
later sources. Herodotus (Histories I 23) relates that 
“Arion of Methymna was (...) the most distinguished 
musician of that date, and the man who first, so far as we 
know, composed and named the dithyramb, and trained 
choirs to perform it in Corinth.” The Suda lexicon (s.v. 
Apiwv) supplements this Herodotean item of 
information by adding that Arion “introduced some 
Satyrs who spoke in verse.” We must therefore assume 
that Arion, a citharode active at the court of Periander (a 
tyrant of Corinth in the seventh century), perfected a 
lyric-scenographic form consisting of a choral song with 
a narrative content (hence the need for a title) that 
alternated with (presumably lyric) performances carried 
out by characters wearing Satyr masks (on Arion cf. The 
Archaic Age III 3.2.3). 

The hypothesis of the derivation of tragedy from a very 
ancient form of the dithyramb enjoyed great fortune for 
a prolonged period of time amongst modern scholars. 
The discovery, on a papyrus, of Dithyramb XVIII of 
Bacchylides, entitled Theseus, in which the mythical 
Athenian king Aegeus engages in a dialogue with a 
chorus of young people, aroused great enthusiasm 
because it appeared to confirm this hypothesis. In actual 
fact, however, on account of the time period of its 


composition, the Bacchylidean dithyramb cannot 
constitute evidence of such an archaic and primordial 
cultural event for tragedy: one need only bear in mind 
that Bacchylides was a contemporary of Aeschylus, an 
author who reveals how highly evolved tragedy had by 
then become, in the literary sense. Tragedy was thus 
already distant from that presumed initial phase. On the 
other hand, it is indeed quite possible that the author of 
the dithyramb in question may have sought to 
“archaise,” i.e. to retrieve elements that were 
characteristic of the genre at a far earlier time period. If 
this is the case, we would have an important indication 
confirming the ancient statement on the origin of 
tragedy from this lyric choral form, namely the 
dithyramb, in its version that included dialogue. 

Hero cults. Together with the dithyrambic and satyresque 
elements that bear a relation to the original ritual and 
Dionysiac characterisation of tragedy, a third component 
must also be included, which justifies the adoption, in 
the literary production of the Classical Age, of themes 
related to myth and the heroic world, even though such 
themes are generally extraneous to Dionysiac religion in 
the strict sense. A further passage from Herodotus 
(Histories V 67) is relevant here. Herodotus mentions the 
reforms that Cleisthenes, a tyrant of Sicyon (a locality of 
the Peloponnese, not far from Corinth), adopted 
between the late seventh century B.C. and the early sixth 
with regard to cultic practices. Cleisthenes, who was 
hostile towards the city of Argos, replaced the city cult of 
the hero Adrastus, of Argive origin, with that of the 
latter’s Theban adversary Melanippus; furthermore, 
previously the tragic chorus had normally belonged to 
the worship of Dionysus, but in Sicyon it was not so - it 
was performed in honour of Adrastus, treating his life- 
story and sufferings. Cleisthenes, however, changed this: 
he transferred the choruses back to Dionysus, and the 
rest of the ceremonial to Melanippus. This passage 


shows that the tragic choruses were initially reserved for 
the cult of Dionysus but they later became increasingly 
used for the celebration of local heroes, according to a 
process of transfer of themes from the divine to the 
heroic sphere. This change has an analogy with the 
developments in the sphere of epic and lyric poetry; 
however, there remained a clear awareness of the 
original Dionysiac characterisation. 

d. Cult of Dionysus and policies adopted by the tyrants. 
Confirmation of an awareness of the link between the 
tragic genre and the cult of Dionysus is provided by the 
decision of the Athenian tyrant Pisistratus to formalise 
the regular celebration of the tragic games in the 
framework of the Great Dionysia. The event is linked to 
the transfer of the cult of Dionysus Eleuthereus (see 
above par. 1.2.3) - to whom the Great Dionysia 
celebrations and a temple adjacent to the theatre were 
dedicated - from Eleutherae to Athens. Not to be 
overlooked are the close links between tragedy (in its 
primordial or more developed manifestations), the 
official occasions on which cultic activities were 
performed in honour of Dionysus (dithyrambs of Arion at 
Corinth, tragic choruses at Sicyon, tragic games at the 
Athenian Great Dionysia) and the regime of the tyrants 
holding power in the various contexts in which the 
above-mentioned celebrations took place (Periander in 
Corinth, Cleisthenes at Sicyon, Pisistratus in Athens). It is 
plausible to attribute the development and spread of the 
tragic genre and its predecessors, as well as the growth 
of the Dionysiac cult, to a precise and specifically 
planned social and cultural policy adopted by the tyrants 
of the Archaic Age who ruled the cities around the 
isthmus of Corinth and the Saronic Gulf during the sixth 
century B.C. 


The Attic component. We noted above that the ancient evidence 
as well as the linguistic data points to the assumption that the 


formation of the lyric-choral element of tragedy arose froma 
range of components which developed in the Doric 
environment. Following a similar line of argument, it is plausible 
to attribute to the Attic cultural environment the development of 
the parts of a play that were recited in Attic dialect and in iambic 
trimeter (prologue, monologues and dialogues). Such parts are 
essential for the definition of a complete dramaturgical form. 

According to a comment traced back to Aristotle and 
reported by the orator Themistius (Orations 26, 316d), who lived 
in the fourth century A.D., the invention of the prologue and of 
the recited parts is argued to have been later than the 
development of the choral parts and should be attributed to 
Thespis, the most ancient tragic poet of whom we have 
knowledge. Pursuing the implications of this line of argument, 
there must have come a time when development of the choral 
component in the direction of the representation of mythic and 
heroic events, together with the performance of song and dance 
by the chorus, was felt to be insufficient. One may surmise that 
it was felt necessary to establish a function of presentation and 
linkage among these various components, in other words to 
increase the action and presence of a “story.” Such a function 
was to be assigned to the recited parts. As time went by, the 
parts in question began to take up a more significant portion of 
the performance and eventually became the main focus of the 
on-stage action and the plot, as can be observed in the plays of 
the Classical Age that have come down to us. Thespis is also 
thought to have canonised the figure of the soloist actor or 
UTtoKpLtns (hypokrités, meaning, specifically, “he who responds” 
to the chorus), and also the use of masks. The latter was clearly 
a very appropriate tool for the sense of alienation and 
estrangement of the self that was typical of the Dionysiac 
cultural sphere. 

Conclusion. On the basis of the analysis of the sources 
outlined above, the proposed reconstruction that sees tragedy 
as originating from the process whereby dithyrambic elements 
(associated with the cult of Dionysus) merged with satyr-related 
elements (above all of a mimetic and choreographic nature) 


appears quite plausible. The centrality of Dionysus was then 
gradually sidelined and supplanted by cults reserved to local 
heroes, whose exploits became the stuff of song and 
performance (hence the rarity of Dionysiac subjects in plays of 
the Classical Age). In any case, it would seem that the two 
essential components were the ritual roots and a few semi- 
literary antecedents, as mentioned earlier. The lyric form was 
then supplemented with the dialogic component, first with the 
differentiation between the role of the actor and that of the 
chorus, and then with the introduction of veritable recited parts 
designed to present and connect the sung parts. Finally, the 
parts recited and sung by the actors became the load-bearing 
elements of the plot (episodes), little by little taking ona 
preponderant role in comparison to the lyric and danced 
sections (stasima). 


1.4.3 The origins of comedy 


“Now, tragedy’s stages of development,” Aristotle stated in 
Poetics (5, 1449a 37-1449b 1) “and those responsible for them, 
have been remembered, but comedy’s early history was 
forgotten because no serious interest was taken in it.” Modern 
scholars are of course even more at a loss when seeking to 
uncover ancient sources that could supply explicit indications on 
the origin of comedy: scholars are constrained to formulate 
reconstructions based on snippets of information scattered here 
and there and supplemented by observation of the most ancient 
plays that have survived (Aristophanes). 

The kémos and the chorus. According to the above mentioned 
Aristotelian testimony, one of the possible etymologies 
suggested a connection between comedy and the kémos, that is 
to say, hypothesising a link with the merry procession linked to 
the cult of Dionysus, which characteristically engaged in rowdy 
fun and rough-and-tumble games. Such features had points of 
contact with other forms of playful collective and processional 
rituality, such as phallophoria and ithyphallic processions in 


which the participants, brandishing a mock phallus, their heads 
covered with wreaths of leaves and flowers and sometimes 
wearing masks, chanted rowdy songs and bawled rude jokes to 
anyone they happened to meet along their way. Similar 
characteristics have been reported for the Attic festivals of the 
Anthesteria, which were celebrated in spring, and at the 
celebrations of the Lenaea. The crude invective and the 
salacious aggressive gags (the iambiké idea), the disguises and 
the idea of flaunting the phallus are also typical elements of 
fifth-century comedy. In particular, in the surviving works the 
parabasis often provides the opportunity for the chorus to 
march on parade, singing and shouting insults and invectives to 
the audience. Similarly, the typical conclusion of ancient 
comedy, namely the festive procession making its way to a 
banquet, strongly recalls the komos. 

The agon. An element of classical comedy that was generally 
entrusted to the actors, but which presumably bears some 
relation to the mordant character of the kdmos, is the 
confrontational dialogue, or ag6n (aywv, “competition,” 
“contest”), between the characters. This was based on a dialogic 
technique of cheeky rejoinders, where a flippant comment by 
one of the speakers - which sometimes takes up no more than 
one line or even only half a line - is echoed by a saucy repartee 
from the other character, of equal length. This was a form of 
dialogue analogous to the stichomythia of tragedies, and it 
bears a relation to the dialectical and competitive conception of 
human relations that was typical of Hellenic culture, as testified 
by the great development of oratory to which it gave rise. 
Moreover, precisely during the years when Aristophanes was 
composing his comedies, Athens saw a great flowering of the 
Sophistic practice of the rhetorical debate known as ag6n logon 
(aywv Adywv), the “discourse competition.” 

Short scenic episodes. A different origin may perhaps be 
proposed for the episodes where characters engage in dialogue 
and thereby give rise to the plot itself. We have evidence from 
the Doric environment concerning short scenes with a narrative 
content, mimed or performed by non-professional actors (cf. 


Athenaeus XIV 621d, from Sosibius; from Xenophon, Anabasis VI 
1). This was also the environment which saw the considerable 
success of plays based on farcical elements, i.e. characterised by 
parody, obscene language, or coarse licentious features. This 
was the genre known as the Megarian farce (from Megara, 
north-east of the isthmus of Corinth), and of the phlyax farce, 
which developed in Magna Graecia (cf. The Hellenistic Age II 2). 
Depictions on vases demonstrate that the actors-dancers of the 
farces were costumed with enormous bellies and fake phalluses, 
like the members of the kémos. But it would be risky to deduce 
from these data (in contrast to the above described conclusions 
regarding tragedy) that the choral parts of comedy had an Attic 
origin while the episodic parts a Doric origin: even the latter 
parts could have derived from antecedents involving Attic 
popular mimetic practices. 

On the other hand, significant influence on ancient Attic 
comedy was certainly exerted by Sicilian comic drama, which 
experienced great development in the fifth century; the greatest 
exponent known to us who was active in this field was 
Epicharmus (cf. The Classical Age V 4.1.1). 

Conclusion. As already pointed out by Aristotle, tracing a 
detailed and structured hypothesis concerning the development 
of Greek comedy over time is more difficult than is the case with 
tragedy. The delayed recognition of comedy’s artistic dignity 
(without which it would have been granted no official 
introduction into the competitive events of the Athenian 
Dionysiac festivities: from 486 at the Great Dionysia and around 
442 at the Lenaea) accounts for the greater difficulty 
encountered by comedy in its route towards codification as a 
genuinely independent poetic genre. This circumstance 
undoubtedly played a part in comedy’s characterisation as a 
“low” genre (in contrast to the elevated conception of tragedy); 
likewise, it also accounts for the paucity of ancient attestations 
on the origin of comedy, and consequently, our inevitable lack of 
knowledge in this regard. What is certain, however, is that 
comedy in the Classical Age displays a structure that was not yet 
fully consolidated and was to some extent still open to 


modifications and variations. This is a sign of its composite 
character and of its delayed accession to literary codification. 


1.5 Political aspects of tragedy and comedy 
1.5.1 Drama and the democratic polis 


Two anonymous ancient biographies of Aristophanes report 
that Dionysius I, a tyrant of Syracuse, desired to acquire 
knowledge on every aspect of the life of the citizens of Athens; 
he therefore turned to the philosopher Plato, who provided him 
with the collection of comedies by Aristophanes. Regardless of 
whether it is true or not, the anecdote is useful to gain insight 
into what is meant by the political character of Athenian 
dramatic production in the fifth century. Theatre performances 
had become so strongly rooted in the social and political fabric 
of the democratic polis that the texts of the plays quite naturally 
reflected individuals, situations, events, ideas and mentalities 
the audience frequently encountered - or indeed experienced as 
participants — in real life. Thus the performance in the presence 
of the members of the city community who had come together 
in the theatre constituted a moment of collective mimesis and 
self-mirroring, of reflections and judgements guided by the 
poet’s choices made in the context of the play. The author could 
also rely at least to some extent on the traditional role Greek 
culture assigned to the poet, namely that of a guide anda 
means of orientation in civic life, as is testified, among other 
aspects, by the fact that the performances at the Great Dionysia 
and the Lenaea were not interrupted even during the 
Peloponnesian War, but only reduced in number. 

This general description, which was rooted, so to speak, in 
the deep structure of the polis, is predicated of the theatrical 
event in itself; it thus holds true equally for the tragic and the 
comic competitions. There was, however, a distinction 
concerning the extent to which tragedy and comedy could be 
utilised for portraying references to current political events. 


Tragedy generally allowed only mediated allusions: the 
ideological debate was broached with the aid of “symbolic” 
language and through the stories forming part of the ever- 
present mythic heritage; moreover, it often concerned the great 
perennial themes of human thought. Comedy, on the other 
hand, could easily be turned into a “spectacle as vehicle,” 
allowing a caricature of reality in a direct relation that was laden 
with immediate ideological implications. The border separating 
the two genres comes into sharper focus if one considers the 
reactions they aimed to elicit among the audience: thus while 
tragedy acted on public opinion above all by prompting 
reflections of an ethical and ideological nature on the great 
themes of human thought, comedy was directed towards less 
elevated and more contingent levels of debate. That is to say, 
comedy brought into sharp focus the realistic immediacy of the 
topics dealt with: by exploiting means of expression drawn from 
everyday use, it reflected the social and political questions that 
were the burning issues of the day, when people from all walks 
of life would meet together in the Athenian agora and ekklésia. 


1.5.2 The political significance of tragedy 


When the subject of a tragedy coincided with a topic or an event 
of past or recent history, the authors clearly had a wealth of 
Opportunities to incorporate direct references to contemporary 
reality. A typical example concerns Aeschylus’ Persians, which 
depicts the moment when the Persian court received the news 
of the Greek victory at Salamis (the event took place in 480, and 
the performance took place in 472 B.C.). The play, for which the 
choregia was supported by Pericles, a supporter of Themistocles 
and subsequently a continuator of the latter’s policy of 
radicalisation of citizens’ participation in democratic life, is 
designed specifically to highlight Themistocles’ political and 
military skill and the crucial role played by Athens in the victory 
over the barbarians. 

However, since the subjects of tragedy were normally drawn 


from myth, the potential for dramatists to establish any link to 
the current events of their day was severely limited or was, at 
best, reduced to allusions or symbolic references, which would 
not necessarily have been clear even to the entire range of 
ancient viewers, let alone modern audiences, for whom the 
topics are often barely decipherable, especially in the absence of 
specific historical signposts. This notwithstanding, in certain 
parts of the tragedies specific allusions to events or situations 
concerning domestic and foreign policy can indeed be 
recognised: this allows historical data known from other sources 
to be confirmed or integrated, and the ideological orientations 
of the author can be identified. 

One of the most significant examples is given by the 
Eumenides of Aeschylus, which was first performed in 458 B.C., at 
a delicate moment for the development of the Athenian 
democratic regime and imperialism. The strategic alliance with 
Argos guaranteed that Athens would enjoy relative calm as far 
as the territorial situation on Greek soil was concerned; on the 
domestic front, it proved possible to reduce the powers of the 
Areopagus, the ancient oligarchic institution that was stripped of 
its powers in 462 B.C. through the effect of the law introduced 
by the democrat Ephialtes, who stipulated that the prerogatives 
of the Areopagus were to be restricted to criminal proceedings 
concerning serious crimes, whereas all other judicial 
competences were transferred to the people’s tribunals. The 
influence of these two events can clearly be perceived in the 
literary transfiguration of the Aeschylean play: the protagonist 
Orestes, heir to the throne of Argos, comes to the Attic polis in 
order to be tried for matricide before the court of the 
Areopagus, where he is declared not guilty and seizes the 
opportunity to swear eternal loyalty to Athens. 

As we will see, subsequently it was mainly the plays of 
Euripides - chronologically the last of the three great fifth- 
century tragic authors - that would award importance to the 
pressing social and ideological problems of the time, through 
the symbolic transposition of the myths used as the subjects of 
tragedy. 


1.5.3 Political implications of ancient comedy 


Although the most ancient Athenian production of comedy 
(especially the work of Crates and Pherecrates) testifies to a type 
of comedy (derived from the Doric-Sicilian tradition) that took 
little interest in politically committed attitudes, preferring to 
focus mainly on mythological content, a different trend can be 
discerned as early as in the decades leading up to the 
Peloponnesian War. During this period, poets loved to make 
verbal sketches of politicians and contemporary public figures, 
ridiculing their limitations and defects. In the fragments of 
comic authors such as Callias, Teleclides and Cratinus, the butt 
of mockery is above all Pericles, the rising leader who, from the 
450s, gave a decisive boost to democratic participation in the 
political-institutional bodies of Athens and was instrumental in 
transforming the foreign policy of the polis, emphasising its 
imperialistic and anti-Spartan aspects. One of the most 
recurrent motifs in the last fragments of Cratinus is his sorrow 
over loss of the peace, which had been swept aside by the 
overweening belligerence of the those in power. Pericles 
himself, together with the whole of his entourage, became an 
object of derision: this was particularly true of his mistress, who 
then became his wife, Aspasia, and was often represented as a 
concubine. Contempt was also heaped on the philosopher 
Anaxagoras, who was put on trial for impiety, and the sculptor, 
Phidias, accused of misappropriation of funds destined to 
finance projects for architectural renovation of the Acropolis. 
After the Peloponnesian War broke out (431 B.C.), the 
aspiration to restore peace, together with satirical aggression 
against the politicians - who were considered to have caused 
and fomented the war - became one of the most frequently 
addressed themes. They became important in almost all the 
comic authors, from Hermippus (who, among other things, took 
Aspasia to court for impiety and pimping) to Eupolis and 
Aristophanes. Upon the death of Pericles (439 B.C.), the barbs of 
satire were directed against the demagogues who inherited 
Pericles’ power and influence over the throngs of citizens, such 


as Cleon and Hyperbolus. The public wrong-doings of the latter 
were such as to lead to regret even for the passing of Pericles, 
as can be observed in Eupolis’ Demes, which was performed 
after the disastrous defeat of Athens in Sicily in 413 B.C. 

However, above and beyond this polemical attitude towards 
the persons and the faction that held power, there still remains 
the question of ascertaining the fundamental political position 
of comedy writers. On the one hand, it has been argued that the 
poets basically supported the conservative political groups. This 
interpretation is based partly on their sharp criticism of the 
democrats, and also on their basic support for the point of view 
- frequently expressed or represented on the stage - of the 
peasant population and also of the landed gentry (whose 
interests had been damaged as a result of the war, since the 
hostilities rendered agricultural activities impossible in Attica). 
Such an attitude contrasted with that of the “middle” class, 
which held the reins of financial capital and trading activities 
and therefore drew considerable profit from the wartime 
situation. On the other hand, the objection has been raised, with 
equally plausible arguments, that in a sense comedy writers 
always supported the opposition first and foremost 
“professionally,” rather than out of political conviction. In short, 
the satirical attitude - which is intrinsic to the comic genre itself 
- can hardly refrain from directing its barbs towards those who 
hold various forms of power, regardless of whatever political 
affiliation or social component they may belong to. Thus without 
proposing simplistic solutions presumed to be valid for all 
authors, one can assume that the truth lies mid-way between 
the two opposite positions: comedy writers probably combined 
the conventional topics of the genre with their own personal 
and political leanings; but at the same time, it should not be 
overlooked that the competitive occasion required the author to 
make every effort to be “on the same wavelength” as vast 
sectors of the public that came to watch the games. 

The question has been raised of the extent to which these 
brazen satirical aggressions actually exerted any influence over 
public opinion and the political debate. Scholars have devoted 


extensive critical analysis to the surviving ancient sources that 
mention measures of presumed “censorship” of comedy 
writers. For instance, between 440/39 and 437/6 B.C., following 
the defection of the island of Samos from the Delian League and 
in a strongly conflictual climate of agitation by the domestic 
political opposition against Pericles, a decree came into force 
that had been introduced by the eponymous archon Morichides, 
against the offences perpetrated in the name of comedy. It is 
not clear whether the object of the decree was to limit the 
OvouaoTl KwWHWSetv (onomasti komédein, in which comedy 
writers such as Cratinus had shown their great proficiency) or to 
prevent criticism of the city institutions in the presence of a 
heterogeneous audience such as that of the Dionysian Games. 
The law was rescinded after the revolt of Samos had been 
quelled. It is likely that 415/4 B.C. was the date of an enigmatic 
decree proclaimed by a politician whose name was Syracosius 
(cited in a fragment of Phrynichus and in Aristophanes, Birds 
1297). This decree too apparently sought to prevent attacks on 
persons mentioned specifically by name: if, as would appear to 
be the case, the decree followed the wanton vandalism that 
mutilated the city Herms, as well as Alcibiades’ desertion and 
flight into voluntary exile in order to avoid the trial for impiety 
brought against him in Athens, then it is conceivable that the 
purpose of the decree was to cloak these specific obscure and 
disquieting events in a veil of silence and oblivion (and 
conspiracy of silence?). Taken together, the measures enacted 
seem to have had a fairly muted and limited effect in terms of 
duration and effectiveness, causing no major disruptions in the 
general context dominated by tolerance and freedom of speech. 
The level of discord and personal risk that could arise from 
the polemically oriented political attitudes evinced by comedy 
writers, together with the fact that satire and political 
commitment belonged to mental and behavioural spheres 
which, although separate and distinct, certainly had led to 
mutual effects, are emblematically testified by a personal 
episode in the life of Aristophanes, during the early years of his 
playwriting career. In 426 B.C., the very young Aristophanes was 


summoned to court with a subpoena by the demagogue Cleon. 
What had happened was that the poet had staged a 
performance at the Great Dionysia, in the presence of all the 
citizens but also of the representatives of the allies of the Delian 
League: the subject of the performance was a comedy entitled 
Babylonians, which concerned the unease felt by the allies 
themselves for having been more or less reduced to slaves by 
the polis tyrannos. This was tantamount to a public accusation 
against Cleon, who in 427 had almost succeeded in persuading 
the assembly to have the inhabitants of Mytilene massacred as a 
punishment for rebelling against Athenian domination. The 
court case must have come to nothing, judging by the fact that 
Aristophanes fearlessly launched another attack two years later 
with Knights, shortly after Cleon’s military triumph at Sphacteria. 
This was a victory that earned the demagogue the right to 
proedria, i.e. to a seat in the front row during theatre 
performances, so he had a perfect view of the comedy that 
branded his own policy as underhand and deceitful towards the 
démos. Knights was a triumphant success: evidently the audience 
was very amused at seeing the democratic leader being 
mocked, and Aristophanes won the first prize at the Lenaea. Yet, 
just a few weeks later, the majority of Athenian citizens once 
again elected Cleon to the post of stratégos. But by the time of 
Aristophanes’ last plays, towards the end of the century, the 
polemical force and the reference to current events began to 
fade, and the comic genre moved towards themes tinged with 
surrealism and more detached from current events, although 
this need not necessarily imply that a given writer turned his 
back on politics. 


2 The first tragedians and Aeschylus 
2.1 The first tragedians 


2.1.1 Thespis of Athens 


While the names of the dithyramb writer Arion and of other 
characters with a somewhat indistinct historical background are 
associated by ancient sources with gradual development of the 
tragic genre through choral songs, the playwright Thespis of 
Athens, mentioned earlier (cf. The Classical Age III 1.4.2), is 
presented as a genuine author of tragedies, indeed as the “first 
inventor” (t1pWtoc eUpeEtns) of the genre. A figure shrouded in a 
semi-legendary aura, he is said to have made his debut in the 
first tragic competition set up by the Athenian tyrant Pisistratus 
in the framework of the Great Dionysia (ca. 535 B.C.). The Suda 
lexicon records a few titles of his tragedies: Pelias’ Funeral Games 
or Phorbas, Priests, Youths, Pentheus. The Latin poet Horace 
mentions the tradition (which may conceivably have had its 
roots in ancient folk rituals) of Thespis’ carriage, on which there 
rode troupes of travelling actors who went from village to village 
and put on performances of tragedies (in a fairly embryonic 
sense), their faces painted with must as they recited their lines 
(Ars poética, 275-277): “The hitherto unknown genre of the 
tragic Muse is said to be Thespis’ invention; he is supposed to 
have carried on a cart verses to be sung and acted by 
performers whose faces were smeared with wine-lees.” 


2.1.2 Phrynichus of Athens 


A few years older than Aeschylus, and a rival of the latter, 
Phrynichus was born in Athens around 530 B.C. According to the 
ancient sources, he obtained his first victory at the Great 
Dionysia some time between 511 and 508, and then again in 476. 
He probably died in Sicily, but the date of his death is unknown. 
Most of the titles that have come down to us under his name 
belong to the great mythic cycle, which acted as a source of 
inspiration for the later tragic poets as well, such as Egyptians 
and Danaids (two titles that are also found in Aeschylus), 
Tantalus, Actaeon, Alcestis (a title also found in Euripides), and 
numerous other works. The proportion clearly shows that in 
Phrynichus’ tragic production, mythological themes played a 


preponderant role. 

However, we do know the title of two tragedies that dealt 
with events forming part of recent history. Capture of Miletus, 
first performed in 492 B.C., drew its inspiration from the 
dramatic conclusion of the revolt of the Ionian cities against 
Persian domination (499-494 B.C.). It made such a strong 
impression on the audience that Phrynichus was fined the sum 
of one thousand drachmas and was forbidden to stage the 
tragedy ever again (Herodotus, Histories VI 21). Phoenician 
Women, first performed in 476 B.C., with the choregia of 
Themistocles (who achieved the victory of Salamis, and was the 
founder of the naval League later known as the Delian League), 
brought victory for the poet in the tragedy competition. The play 
dealt with the theme of the Greek victory against the Persians in 
480 B.C., the narration of the storyline being entrusted to the 
widows of the Phoenician sailors who had fought for Xerxes. The 
decision to portray the narration from the point of view of the 
defeated proved to be a highly effective dramatic stratagem, 
associating stage effects of great pathos aroused by the anguish 
of the defeated with the jubilation of the Athenians, who were 
the protagonists of the Greek victory. The validity of Phrynichus’ 
choice of theme in Phoenician Women and its successful on-stage 
performance is shown by the fact that just a few years later, in 
472, it was taken up again by Aeschylus in his tragedy Persians. 


2.1.3 Choerilus, Pratinas, Aristias, Polyphrasmon 


We know that between the end of the sixth and the beginning of 
the fifth century, other tragedians were also active, but very little 
information concerning them has survived. Choerilus of Athens 
is said to have made his debut in the tragic games around 520 
B.C., later competing with Pratinas of Phlius and with Aeschylus 
in competitions held during the 70th Olympiad (499-496), in 
which he achieved victory thirteen times. He is known to have 
written a tragedy entitled A/ope, dedicated to the Attic heroine 
and mother of Hippothoon (the latter being the eponymous 


hero of the Attic tribe of the Hippothoontids). 

The period shortly after 520 B.C. marked the beginning of 
the activity of Pratinas of Phlius. Considered by the ancient 
tradition to have been the inventor of satyric drama (according 
to the Suda lexicon, of the 50 plays written by Pratinas, no fewer 
than 32 were satyr plays), he once was awarded top place in the 
tragic games. A few names of his tragedies are also known, 
among which Dymaenae or Caryatids may be noted. 

The hypothesis of the Seven against Thebes by Aeschylus 
mentions that Aristias, son of Pratinas, took part in the same 
competition (467 B.C.), and was awarded second place, with 
plays composed by his father (who thus must have died not long 
before): Perseus, Tantalus and the satyr play Wrestlers. Aristias 
himself is credited with the composition of several tragedies 
(Antaeus, Atalanta, Orpheus, Fates), but he too was primarily a 
writer of satyr plays (for instance Cyclops). 

It is also Known that Polyphrasmon, son of Phrynichus, 
obtained first place at the 471 B.C. Great Dionysia and third 
place in 467 B.C. (when victory was awarded to Aeschylus and 
second place to Aristias) with a tetralogy devoted to the figure 
of Lycurgus. 


2.2 Aeschylus 
2.2.1 The first great tragic writer 


With Aeschylus, we leave behind the shadowy and lacunose 
information that characterises the figures of tragedians 
examined so far, and we meet the first of the three great 
Athenian authors for whom we have integrally preserved plays. 
The surviving work of Aeschylus and the ancient depictions of 
his activities point to a forceful personality, closely linked to a 
conception of the world that had all the hallmarks of the late 
Archaic Age, where profound awareness of divine power and of 
the transcendent nature of ethical values was blended with 
reflection on the human condition within the unfurling 


situations of history, where mankind faced the multiple events 
of the world and the question of relations among men. 

Belonging to the generation that had been the protagonist 
of determined resistance to the Persian enemy, Aeschylus 
adopted an approach to tragedy that marked a decisive turning 
point in the history of the genre, both in terms of thematic 
choices and dramaturgical technique. The Athenian victory 
against the army sent by Darius in the plain of Marathon (490 
B.C.) had shown the potential of the Attic city, and first and 
foremost of the Athenians themselves. By adopting a wise 
economic and military policy, Themistocles had trained Athens 
to play a crucial role as the leading power of Hellas in the 
terrible adventure that aimed to repel the new Persian invasion 
launched by the king Xerxes (480-479 B.C.). This was a role that 
earned Athens respect and recognition from the other Greek 
communities and constituted the solid basis for establishment 
of its prolonged political and economic hegemony, which lasted 
up to the Peloponnesian War. Furthermore, the Persian Wars 
had also marked a watershed: namely, the definitive transition 
from the archaic democracy - still under the control of the 
landed aristocracy and represented by the non-political hoplite 
class that had been instrumental in the land battle of Marathon 
- to an expanded and increasingly radical democracy, where the 
most significant figures were sailors from a low-class 
background signed up by Themistocles and sent to sea as 
sailors on the ships that challenged and defeated the Persians at 
Cape Artemisium and at Salamis. 

The emblematic value of Aeschylus as a symbolic figure of 
this glorious period of the rise of Athens and, above all, of the 
success of the hoplite force is attested most significantly by a 
passage from the travel writer Pausanias, who lived in the 
second century A.D. (Description of Greece 1 14, 5): 


This [Marathon] is the victory of which I am of opinion the 
Athenians were proudest; while Aeschylus, who had won 
such renown for his poetry and for his share in the naval 
battles before Artemisium and at Salamis, recorded at the 


prospect of death nothing else, and merely wrote his 
name, his father’s name, and the name of his city, and 
added that he had witnesses to his valour in the grove at 
Marathon and in the Persians who landed there. 


Aeschylus did indeed draw his most significant insights for 
reflection on human destiny and its relation with the will of the 
divine beings precisely from this exceptional historical and 
personal experience, transposing to a literary and ethical- 
religious plane an issue which, in Athens but elsewhere as well, 
must have touched the consciousness of an entire generation. 
In the hands of this poet, tragic drama became a tool that could 
be moulded and adapted to the new modes of expression and 
communicative demands, a place for reflection on the great 
themes of human thought, which he wished to share with the 
collective body of citizens. This is said to have prompted him to 
institute (or, at the very least, to endorse) a number of 
innovations in the structure of plays, attributed to him by the 
tradition, such as the introduction of the second actor or 
deuteragonist, or the greater prominence awarded to episodes 
with the ensuing reduction of the lyric component, thereby 
allowing greater scope for development of the action through 
dialectical interaction and counterposed actions by the 
performers. A further innovation was his abandonment of the 
so-called “unconnected trilogy,” i.e. of a tragic trilogy where the 
dramas lacked a clear reciprocal relation in terms of content; in 
its place, Aeschylus opted in favour of the “connected trilogy” 
which involved thematic unity and continuity of plot. 

The ancient tradition attributes the first use of the third 
actor or tritagonist to Sophocles. However, the third actor is also 
needed for the performance of some scenes of Aeschylean 
tragedies, such as Agamemnon (for Cassandra), Libation-Bearers 
(900-902, for Pylades), Eumenides (in the scene of the trial of 
Orestes, in the presence of Apollo and Athena). Thus it cannot 
be ruled out that the ancient information reflects a conventional 
intention to distribute the technical innovations a posteriori 
between the two great tragedians. 


Tragedy thus took on the features of a well defined genre, 
carefully constructed, with elevated content, open to the most 
profound reflections on human thought and endowed with 
marked expressive characteristics. Through the procedures of 
dramatic mimesis, tragedy could provide the greatest degree of 
representation of the reality of mankind, with all its problematic 
aspects. 


2.2.2 Life 


Our information on the life of Aeschylus derives from a range of 
ancient sources, in particular the Marmor Parium (a sort of 
succinct overview of Greek history engraved in marble and 
dating back to the Hellenistic Period), the Suda lexicon, an 
anonymous biography transmitted in a famous manuscript of 
the tragedies held at the Laurentian Library of Florence (ms. 
Laur., 32.9) and the comedy Frogs by Aristophanes, based ona 
parody of the poetic personality and the tragic style of Aeschylus 
and his younger colleague Euripides. 

Aeschylus is thought to have been born around 525/4 B.C. 
This date is estimated on the basis of the tradition that he was 
about 45 years old at the time of the battle of Salamis. The 
ancient sources adopt the reference to this historical event as 
the point of convergence of the biographies of the three ancient 
fifth century tragedians, noting that on the occasion in question 
Sophocles, who was seventeen at the time, led the paean 
celebrating the victory against the Persians, while Euripides is 
said to have actually been born on the very day of the battle. 
This synchronism was very probably a later artificial construct: 
thus caution should be exercised in making reference to the 
absolute dates proposed by the tradition, while appreciating 
their marked symbolic value. 

Aeschylus was born to a prosperous land-owning family in 
the Attic deme of Eleusis, the location of one of the most ancient 
mystery cults linked to the figures of Demeter and Kore. His 
childhood and adolescence coincided with the period of the 


decline of the tyranny of the Pisistratids, i.e. the period which - 
after Hippias had been chased out (510 B.C.) - gave way to the 
democratic reforms of Cleisthenes, allowing a broader band of 
citizens to participate in government of the city. His youth was 
marked by his activity as a fighter, in which he stood out as early 
as the Persian Wars: in particular, he took part in 490 in the 
battle of Marathon, and it seems likely that he himself 
considered this episode as one of the most significant events of 
his entire existence, given that - as mentioned above - he 
included a reference to the event in the sepulchral epigram he 
composed for his tomb: “The grove at Marathon could describe 
the might that won me a fine reputation, as could the long- 
haired Mede who came to know it” (FGE p. 131, 478-9). 

He made his debut in the tragic games held during the 70th 
Olympiad, i.e. between 499 and 496 B.C., and began to compete 
with the well-known authors of the time, such as Pratinas and 
Choerilus. It is quite likely that in this early phase of his 
playwriting activity he remained faithful to the archaic form of 
the genre, which involved only one actor and a predominance of 
the choral component as compared to dialogue. In 485/4 he 
obtained his first victory in a dramatic contest, and this was 
followed by another twelve successes during the course of his 
lifetime (a few of his victories were posthumous). 

As was the case for other celebrated artists and poets of the 
era (the choral lyric poets Simonides, Pindar and Bacchylides), 
Aeschylus himself was also attracted by the regal grandeur and 
wealth of Hieron, the tyrant of Syracuse, and he travelled to 
Sicily on at least two occasions. The chronology of these 
journeys is uncertain and is calculated in relation to events in 
the world of drama. His first journey probably took place in 
476/5, when the city of Aetna was founded at the behest of the 
tyrant: the occasion was celebrated by Aeschylus with the 
tragedy Women of Aetna (and by Pindar with Pythian 1). This first 
journey to Sicily was followed by a second trip, some time after 
458, the year of the performance of Oresteia. 

Aeschylus would never return to Athens, dying in Sicily, at 
Gela, in 456/5. He was buried in the city and the epigram 


engraved on his tomb bears the words, mentioned earlier, 
concerning the battle of Marathon, which the tradition claims 
were written by Aeschylus himself. His artistic legacy was taken 
up by his sons Euaeon and Euphorion, both of whom were 
likewise tragic poets; they also took charge of the posthumous 
staging of their father’s plays. The ancient Life of Aeschylus 
transmitted by the Laurentian manuscript demonstrates that his 
contemporaries graded his dramatic production as being of 
exceptional poetic and civic value: “The Athenians loved 
Aeschylus so profoundly that after his death they decreed that 
anyone wishing to stage Aeschylus’ plays should obtain the 
chorus.” 


2.2.3 The works 


The Suda lexicon speaks of ninety or so plays by Aeschylus (the 
titles we know number about eighty), but only seven tragedies 
have come down to us in full, via the medieval manuscript 
tradition. Of the rest of his production, only fragments remain, 
including substantial portions of two satyr plays. 

Until no more than a few decades ago, it was believed that 
Suppliants was the most ancient tragedy by Aeschylus to have 
been preserved, but a papyrus find has made it necessary to 
assign a later date to the play, because the information 
contained in the papyrus shows that the play was performed in 
a competition which also featured plays by Sophocles. Thus it 
was necessarily composed after 468, the year in which 
Sophocles made his debut. Accordingly, on the basis of the 
information we possess, the most ancient surviving play of 
Aeschylus is the tragedy entitled Persians, staged in 472 B.C., 
when the poet was by then over the age of fifty and had already 
been composing tragedies for quite a few years. As regards the 
relation between Persians and the other plays that formed the 
tetralogy with it, there was a lack of a clear connection in the 
content: subsequently, as noted earlier, Aeschylus preferred to 
endow the tragic trilogy with thematic unity and continuity of 


plot (the “connected trilogy”). 467 saw the performance of Seven 
against Thebes, the third play of a tetralogy devoted to the 
Theban saga, to which the tragedies Laius, Oedipus and the satyr 
play Sphinx also belonged. The trilogy devoted to the stories 
concerning the daughters of Danaus, of which we have the first 
tragedy, Suppliants, and which also included Egyptians and 
Danaids, is dated later than 468, as pointed out above; 
moreover, it is later than 467, the latter being the date of the 
above cited Theban tetralogy. Some scholars even date the 
tetralogy to 463. Nothing is known concerning the date of the 
performance of Prometheus Bound, which formed part of a 
trilogy that also comprised Prometheus Unbound and Prometheus 
the Fire-Bearer: some scholars believe it should be regarded as 
having a fairly late date, but doubts have even been raised 
concerning its authenticity. Finally, the saga of Orestes son of 
Agamemnon, or Oresteia, was performed in 458, shortly before 
the author's death. The entire tragic trilogy, composed of the 
plays Agamemnon, Libation-Bearers and Eumenides, has come 
down to us (and is the only entire trilogy to have survived intact 
since antiquity). 

Although they are a limited portion of the extensive 
Aeschylean production, the seven extant tragedies allow us to 
grasp and appreciate their overall poetic value. As noted above, 
they are plays composed by a no longer young Aeschylus, who 
had reached full adulthood and was thus at an already fairly 
elevated point of his thematic and dramaturgical development. 
Significantly, above and beyond the differences among the 
surviving plays, the same powerful energy of composition and 
expression radiates from the most ancient among them 
(Persians) in the same manner as from the later plays (Oresteia). 
Although we cannot identify every step of this artistic and 
intellectual path, we can nevertheless feel assured that we have 
available some of the masterpieces not only of this specific 
author, but of the entire stage production of the Greek world. 


2.2.4 Persians 


Phrynichus, as pointed out earlier, composed two tragedies on 
historical subjects: Capture of Miletus, focusing on the 
capitulation of the Greek city in Asia Minor at the end of the 
Ionian rebellion (499-494), and Phoenician Women, which 
recalled the defeat inflicted in 480-479 by the Greeks on the 
Persians led by the Persian king Xerxes. This same topic is taken 
up again in the tragedy Persians (Népoat) by Aeschylus, his only 
tragedy on a historical theme and the most ancient (472 B.C.) to 
have come down from antiquity in its complete form. The plays 
completing the tetralogy bore no relation to Persians in terms of 
content: the tragedies Phineus (concerning the hero who was a 
prisoner of the Harpyiae and was freed by the Argonauts) and 
Glaucus of Potniae (the young man from Potniae in Boeotia who 
was attacked and torn to pieces by his own horses, after their 
fury had been deliberately aroused by a highly offended 
Aphrodite) were based on mythological subjects; as was also the 
case for the satyr play Prometheus Pyrkaeus (that is to say, 
Prometheus the Fire-Kindler, which was inspired by the myth of 
the theft of fire from the gods). 

This tragedy is generally recognised as one of the prime 
historical sources, together with specifically historiographic 
textual descriptions, in the quest to reconstruct the sequence of 
events that unfolded in the naval battle of Salamis, which takes 
up a large portion of the long story related by the messenger to 
the Persian court. 


Persians is set at the court of Susa, which was the capital of 
the empire, where the old dignitaries and the queen 
Atossa, Xerxes’ mother and wife of the deceased king 
Darius, are awaiting news concerning the expedition 
against Greece. Sinister premonitions and portents foretell 
the advent of a terrible event, which culminates in the 
arrival of a messenger who brings the news of the defeat. 
He describes the forces marshalled for the conflict and 
lined up in the field, and narrates the circumstances of the 
battle that has resulted in destruction of the Persian fleet. 
The chorus and Atossa are distraught and begin to display 
their grief at their bereavement. The ghost of Darius 


appears, and attributes the defeat to the hybris of his son 
Xerxes, for having brazenly launched a challenge against 
the natural order by seeking to “harness” the Hellespont 
with a bridge of boats so as to allow the army to pass over 
it. In the finale, Xerxes - who has returned to the royal 
palace - is aghast and appears on the stage with a 
horrified look on his face. The tragedy closes with a funeral 
dirge (thrénos) chanted by the elderly court dignitaries. 


In comparison with later tragedies, Aeschylus’ play Persians is 
characterised by the predominance of a static context as far as 
development of the plot is concerned. Everything revolves 
around the terrible defeat, prepared by a progression of 
ominous statements and increasing foreboding, with increasing 
tragic tension, to the point that the envoy cannot but confirm 
the certainty of the doubts and fears expressed by Atossa and 
by the elderly Persian dignitaries. The action is reduced to a 
minimum in order to allow greater scope for dialogue and 
narration; such an aspect can legitimately be regarded as a sign 
that dramatic technique was still linked to archaic models. The 
second part of the tragedy is likewise characterised by a static 
atmosphere: the frenzied anguish of Xerxes’ relatives arises 
from - and is explained by - the intervention of the ghost of 
Darius, who identifies the ethical reason for the defeat as 
residing in the shameful and wicked impiety of his son. 

As mentioned, the focal core of the play is the description of 
the battle of Salamis, related by the messenger. It is a lengthy 
speech (302-513), at times interrupted by snatches of dialogue 
with Queen Atossa, in which a range of interesting aspects can 
be perceived. Above all, one of the most striking elements is the 
wealth of detail on how the naval battle actually unfolded, from 
mention of the names of the Persian leaders (a sort of 
“catalogue” in the manner of epic) or of the number of ships on 
either side (1207 Persian ships as against 310 on the Greek side: 
1207 and 378 are the figures reported by Herodotus), to a 
detailed description of the various phases of the battle. This 
includes an account of the crafty strategy devised by the 


Athenians, who sent Xerxes false information claiming the Greek 
ships were about to turn tail and flee, in order to induce him to 
issue an order for the large Persian ships to enter into the strait 
of Salamis; the play then highlights the nocturnal journey of the 
imposing fleet as it approaches the Greek coast - but the light of 
dawn reveals to the Persians they have been deceived; there 
follows the tactical engagement of the naval battle, with the 
advance of the right wing of the Greek fleet and its impact on 
the enemy ships. Then comes the moment of the slaughter of 
the Persian contingent stationed on the small island of Psittalea, 
facing Salamis; and finally, the bitter and painful withdrawal of 
the surviving Persians, who escape via a land route, amid all 
manner of hardships and hidden dangers. 

Some moments of the story convey a highly dramatic 
impression, playing on the striking effect aroused by the 
succession of events. A significant example is found in the 
description of the Persians’ surprise at finding themselves 
facing the Greek fleet (388-394): 


First of all there rang out loudly a joyful sound of song 
from the Greeks, and simultaneously the echo of it 
resounded back from the cliffs of the island. All we 
Easterners were terrified, because we had been deceived 
in our expectation: the Greeks were now raising the holy 
paean-song, not with a view to taking flight, but in the act 
of moving out to battle, with cheerful confidence. 


One of the most striking episodes is the passage describing the 
beginning of the Persian fleet’s collapse (413-428): 


But when our masses of ships were crowded into a narrow 
space, they had no way to come to each other's help, they 
got struck by their own side’s bronze-pointed rams, they 
had the whole of their oarage smashed, and the Greek 
ships, with careful coordination, surrounded them 
completely and went on striking them. The hulls of our 
ships turned keel-up, and the sea surface was no longer 


visible, filled as it was with the wreckage of ships and the 
slaughter of men; the shores and reefs were also full of 
corpses (...) And a mixture of shrieking and wailing filled 
the expanse of the sea, until the dark face of night blotted 
it out. 


The quite exceptional dramatic effectiveness of Persians is 
attributable above all to the author’s choice of presenting the 
story not through the eyes of the winners but from the point of 
view of the losers. The pathos of the pre-announced catastrophe 
looms over the developing action like a sinister presentiment, 
laden with foreboding as Atossa awaits news, until it is finally 
resolved in the story related by the envoy and the apparition of 
Darius. The decision to present the historical episode through 
the eyes of the barbarians, representing their reaction as they 
are faced with the disaster, lies at the origin of the absence of a 
genuine figure of a protagonist in this tragedy. Effectively, 
although Queen Atossa is very often present on the stage and 
constitutes the reference point and basic link among all the 
characters, it seems more correct to say that what is presented 
on the stage, in the scene depicting the Persian court, is a sort of 
“choral drama.” The outcome (and Aeschylus’ intention) was the 
indirect foregrounding of a protagonist, inasmuch as the subject 
in question is physically absent yet constantly referred to bya 
multiplicity of allusions: the heroism of Hellas, and above all of 
Athens, which successfully faced and victoriously drove back the 
invasion of its enemies. 

Thus it is precisely by opting to foreground the Persian point 
of view that the poet succeeds in the utmost glorification of the 
Greek achievement, of which the most sincere and faithful 
witnesses are none other than the defeated opponents 
themselves. The celebratory intention involving praise of Greece 
and above all of Athens is highlighted by means of clear signals, 
with particular regard to certain significant changes in 
perspective: for instance, the Persian messenger follows the 
Greek usage by calling his compatriots barbaroi (e.g. in |. 391), 
and in describing the initial clash of the battle the messenger 


mentions of the Greeks that “from all of them together one 
could hear a great cry,” urging one another to fight for freedom, 
in contrast to the “surge of Persian speech in reply” of his own 
people (401-402 and 406). 


2.2.5 The Theban saga and Seven against Thebes 


The other tragedies by Aeschylus drew their inspiration from 
events taken from the world of myth, i.e. from the thematic 
repertoire common to archaic epic, according to a tendency 
which, as mentioned earlier, must have already been 
widespread and which became gradually more extended. In 467 
B.C. he successfully submitted a piece for which he won the first 
prize: a tetralogy devoted to some episodes of the Theban saga, 
also including the tragedies Laius, Oedipus and Seven against 
Thebes, as well as the satyr play Sphinx. The enormous popularity 
of this thematic repertoire among ancient dramatists is testified 
not only by the Aeschylean tetralogy but also by numerous 
tragedies that have come down to us: Oedipus Tyrannus, Oedipus 
at Colonus and Antigone by Sophocles; Bacchae, Phoenician 
Women, and Suppliants by Euripides. 


The episodes that formed the basic storyline of the Theban 
Cycle took as their starting point the founding of Thebes by 
Cadmus: the latter had arrived in Boeotia from Phoenicia 
in search of his sister Europa, who had been abducted by 
Zeus. Cadmus had a number of offspring with his wife 
Armonia, including Semele (whose union with Zeus led to 
the birth of Dionysus) and Agave, the mother of Pentheus, 
who succeeded Cadmus on the Theban throne. After 
several generations, Laius, son of Labdacus, came to the 
throne; his union with Iocasta begat Oedipus, but the 
newborn was abandoned far away from Thebes because 
the Delphic oracle had forecast that once he had reached 
the adult age he would kill his father and engage in 
physical union with his mother. However, Laius’ attempt to 
thwart destiny proved to be vain and the prophecy came 


true regardless of his efforts. When Oedipus reached 
adulthood, unaware of his origins, he happened to meet 
his father without realising the identity of the latter; during 
an altercation, he killed his father. After arriving in Thebes, 
he freed the city from the Sphinx by solving its riddle: he 
was then proclaimed king and took as his wedded wife the 
widow of Laius, Iocasta, unaware that she was his mother. 
He had four offspring from the incestuous union: two 
daughters, namely Antigone and Ismene, and two sons, 
Eteocles and Polynices. Upon discovering that he was 
guilty of parricide and incest, Oedipus blinded himself and 
abandoned Thebes, leaving his uncle/brother-in-law Creon 
as the regent. Once Eteocles and Polynices came of age, 
they took over power, entering into a mutual agreement 
that they would reign in alternate years. But Eteocles 
refused to give up the throne at the end of his allotted 
time period: at this point, Polynices laid siege to the city 
with the aid of a few allies: a violent war broke out 
between the two, and both lost their lives. Creon once 
again took over the reins of power and condemned to 
death the daughter of Oedipus, Antigone, because she had 
violated the royal order that forbade an official burial of 
her brother, Polynices, who was guilty of having led an 
army against his homeland. 


The Aeschylean tetralogy drew the thread of its story from the 
segment of the mythic saga that concerns the genos of the 
Labdacids, that is to say, the descendants of Labdacus, the 
father of Laius, whose bloodline extended all the way down to 
the offspring of Oedipus. In the archaic aristocratic society, the 
genos and the kinship links within it constituted the foundational 
structure of the organisation of society; however, its function as 
a means of social grouping was being gradually overcome, 
above all through the reforms introduced by Cleisthenes (509 
B.C.). In the new setup of the democratic polis, the foundations 
of identity in this new form of community were based on 
citizens’ membership of territorial units rather than on 
bloodlines. However, historical-cultural processes typically have 
a gradual character and the ancient linkage within the genos still 


played a major role in Aeschylus’ world view, and the 
problematic relationship between the genos and the polis exerts 
significant influence above all in Seven against Thebes and in 
Oresteia. 

Seven against Thebes (‘Enta emt Oras), the only surviving 
play of Aeschylus’ Theban tetralogy, deals with the fratricidal 
war between Eteocles and Polynices, which is the actualisation 
of the curse launched by Oedipus against his sons, who were 
guilty of having denied him asylum in Thebes. 


The tragedy is set within the walls of Thebes, city of 
Cadmus, to which Polynices and another six doughty 
leaders are laying siege, each of them having taken up a 
combat position in front of one of the seven gates of the 
city walls. A look-out describes to Eteocles the armour, 
insignia and attitude of each of the seven enemy 
commanders: as a counterforce against each of these, 
Eteocles selects an adequate defender, asserting that he 
himself will be the bulwark against Polynices. Despite the 
entreaties and laments of the young ladies of Thebes, 
terrified by the prospect of the fratricidal conflict, the 
battle begins. A messenger arrives on the scene to 
announce that the siege is over and the city has been 
saved, but that all this has cost the two brothers their lives, 
as they fall by killing each other in a duel. The final scene, 
in which Antigone declares that he intends to grant 
Polynices a burial despite the edict which forbids this 
practice, is an interpolation (based on Antigone by 
Sophocles). 


As is the case with Persians, in Seven against Thebes we once 
again have a tragedy in which only limited scope is awarded to 
action, thereby effectively allowing greater potential for 
presentation of the facts via dialogue among the characters and 
with the chorus. In particular, a significant role is played by the 
expedient of lengthy descriptions and narrations entrusted to 
messengers, creating vivid pictures that highlight Aeschylus’ 
amazing skill in the creation of verbal images and in building up 


veritable tableaux made of speech, which can at times be 
surprisingly complex and daring. The widespread presence, 
above all in the first part, of an ominous atmosphere, 
portentous of war, led the Sophist Gorgias to define this tragedy 
as a play “full of Ares.” 

Special importance attaches to the long central scene (369- 
676), in which the Messenger provides extensive details on the 
appearance and attitudes of the six heroes who are Polynices’ 
allies and are standing threateningly in front of six gates of 
Thebes: Eteocles decides which hero to assign as the opponent 
for each of Polynices’ men. The defenders are assigned to the 
various gates one at a time and in an extremely shrewd manner, 
on the basis of the design carved on the besieging hero’s shield, 
which thus takes on the symbolic function of a signal (the term 
used is ofiya, “emblem”) of the attitude expressed by whoever 
is its bearer. Eteocles acts as the interpreter of the symbols, 
redirecting - apotropaically - its ominous meaning against those 
who are wearing it. 


Scout: I can state from accurate knowledge the 
dispositions of the enemy, and how each has received his 
allotted station at the gates. Tydeus is already growling 
near the Proetid Gate (...) Fashioned upon his shield he 
bears this proud device: a blazing firmament, full of stars. 
Conspicuous in the centre of the shield is a brilliant full 
moon, the greatest of the stars, the eye of night (...) 


Eteocles: Iwould not tremble at the accoutrements of any 
man; and shield-devices (onpata) cannot inflict wounds 
(...) As for this “night” which you say is on his shield, 
glittering with the stars of heaven - well, perhaps 
someone's folly may prove prophetic. For if the night of 
death should fall on his eyes, then this boastful device 
would prove to be rightly and properly true to its name for 
its bearer (€mwvuUpOVv), and he will have made this arrogant 
prophecy against himself. 


The climax of the scene is reached when the messenger reports 


that the seventh fighter deployed in the line-up against Thebes 
is Polynices. At this point, no real choice is open to Eteocles: 
according to the criterion of analogic correspondence with the 
adversary, which was the underlying principle that inspired the 
designation of the six previous defenders, he declares he is 
ready to tackle his brother, well aware that the fratricidal duel 
will be the final enactment of the ineluctable curse uttered by 
Oedipus, the next act in the painful destiny of the lineage of 
Laius. Eteocles is well aware that his brother is unresponsive to 
Diké, Justice, even though he bears its effigy on his shield as a 
sign of his claim concerning his right to the throne: he then goes 
to dress himself for battle, amid the pleas of the women of 
Thebes, who in vain entreat him to reconsider his decision. 


2.2.6 Suppliants 


The tragedy Suppliants (Ikeétt6ec) belonged to a trilogy in which 
the overall conclusion - similarly to the sequence of events in 
the Oresteia and in contrast with the trilogy devoted to the 
Theban saga - overcame the tragic premises represented in the 
first two plays and reached a positive and to some extent 
reassuring solution. 


The trilogy of which Suppliants constituted the opening 
play was devoted to the mythic story of Danaus’ fifty 
daughters. Danaus had a twin brother, whose name was 
Aegyptus: upon the death of their father, each of the twins 
inherited half of the kingdom, which extended from Libya 
to Arabia. To reunite the kingdom, Aegyptus’ fifty sons 
plan to seize and forcibly marry Danaus’ fifty daughters 
(the Danaids), but in order to save them from an 
undesired marriage Danaus is obliged to flee with them to 
Argos, the homeland of his mother Io. Faced with the 
threatening insistence of Aegyptus’ sons, Danaus feigns 
his consent to granting them his daughters, but his real 
intention is to rid himself of the suitors: and indeed on 
their wedding night all the Danaids kill their respective 


husbands. Only Hypermestra, who is genuinely in love with 
her bridegroom Lynceus, spares his life: from their union 
the royal lineage of Argos is born. Subsequently, Lynceus 
avenges the murder of his brothers by killing Danaus. The 
tradition claims that the Danaids were then condemned, in 
the Underworld, to carry out endlessly a series of pointless 
gestures and actions, such as trying to draw water with 
broken jugs that never fill up. 


In addition to Suppliants, the Aeschylean tetralogy that drew its 
inspiration from this mythic tale also included Egyptians, Danaids 
and the satyr play Amymone, all of which are now lost. The 
tetralogy was first performed on stage in a year of which we do 
not have the precise date, between the performance of the 
Theban tetralogy (467 B.C.) and the Oresteia (458 B.C.), possibly 
around 463 B.C. Victory was awarded to Aeschylus, who thus 
preceded Sophocles. Aeschylus’ play stages the arrival of the 
Danaids in Argos, where they receive protection from Pelasgus, 
the king of the city. 


Danaus’s fifty daughters (played by the chorus) have 
travelled to Argos with their father, in order to entreat 
Pelasgus to grant them a safe refuge and protection. The 
king hesitates for a considerable length of time, pondering 
over the consequences of his decision: granting them 
protection will trigger a war against Aegyptus’ sons, while 
refusing to protect them will arouse the hostility of Zeus, 
who is the protector of guests and suppliants. In the end, 
Pelasgus agrees to protect the fifty Danaids and rejects a 
messenger from Aegyptus who has come to take charge of 
the Danaids and take them back to their homeland. 


While Egyptians portrayed the defeat and death of Pelasgus in 
the war against Aegyptus’ fifty sons, who were forcing the 
Danaids into marriage, the final tragedy, Danaids, concerned the 
killing of Aegyptus’ sons on their wedding night. It also included 
the scene of a trial: the young maidens (all of them except for 
Hypermestra) were required to justify their crime and were thus 


absolved through the intervention of Aphrodite, who obliged 
them to accept to be married off to men of Argos. This allowed 
the goddess to overcome the apparently unforgivable wrong 
done, thereby re-establishing the traditional order of human 
and social relations. In the satyr drama that bore the same 
name, Amymone, one of the daughters of Danaus, was on her 
way to fetch water from a spring when she was assaulted by a 
satyr and, finally, freed and married by the god Poseidon. 

The central motif of Suppliants is the difficult choice facing 
King Pelasgus. From the very start of the tragedy a contrast is 
established between the Danaids, driven as they are by their 
terrible fear of Aegyptus’ sons, to plead for help in dramatic 
pathos-laden tones, and the problematic attitude assumed by 
the king, who considers a number of rational arguments in 
order to weigh up the possible consequences of his decision to 
offer hospitality and protection to the suppliants. This strong 
and tense opposition of the roles has been regarded as a 
dramatised portrayal of a profound cultural conflict that must 
have been at the forefront of citizens’ awareness in Athenian 
society at that time: Hellenic rationalism versus “barbaric” 
irrational instinctuality. On the one hand, Hellenic rationalism 
tended to be expressed as reflection in the ethical sphere, 
assessing and making a choice between utilitarian behaviour 
(for instance, avoidance of being caught up in the question of 
the Danaids), versus action inspired by religious pietas (the 
hospitality that must be given to the suppliants as a result of the 
will of Zeus). In stark contrast to this was the irrational 
instinctuality of “barbaric” cultures (the prevaricating attitude 
shown by Aegyptus’ sons, the unrestrained pathos of the 
Danaids), with whom Athens entered into contact precisely in 
the decades when the works of Aeschylus were being 
performed. 


2.2.7 Prometheus Bound 


Doubts of sundry nature (stylistic, lexical, metrical, content- 


related or involving the staging or its structural elements) hang 
over the authenticity of Prometheus Bound (Npoun8euc 
Seouwtns), which formed part of a trilogy centring on the 
mythic figure of Prometheus. The scholarly community is 
strongly divided between unrelenting defence of its authenticity 
and uncompromising arguments against Aeschylean paternity 
of the play; debate within the scholarly community shows little 
sign of waning and it can be said that the problem is still wide 
open. 

The mythic tradition portrays Prometheus, the son of the 
Titan Iapetus and the Nymph Clymene, as an emblem of the 
human aspiration to challenge and emulate the gods so that the 
human race can elevate itself to the beatific glory of divine 
figures. According to the most widespread of the versions that 
speak of a link between Prometheus and the creation of 
mankind, he is said to have been summoned by the gods to 
cooperate with their creative task, by distributing every type of 
faculty to the beings that were being created. But since the last 
of the creatures, man himself, was left without any gift, 
Prometheus decided to obtain fire for him, purloining it from 
the gods. The question of the theft of fire, a central issue in the 
Prometheus myth, constitutes the most significant episode in 
the conflict between this Titan and Zeus: fire symbolically 
represents the premise and starting-point of technological 
progress, the fruit of the intelligence and power of invention by 
means of which man succeeds in raising his own condition 
above the feral state, thereby moving closer to the gods. Man's 
capacity to improve his natural condition with the aid of 
technology is thus seen, on the mythic and archetypal level, as 
an infraction (expressed by the idea of the theft) committed 
against the metaphysical order established by the gods, an act 
of proud rebellion against the eternal and unchangeable laws of 
the cosmos. For this reason Zeus unleashes his anger against 
Prometheus and condemns him to a terrible punishment: 
Prometheus is chained to a cliff in the Caucasus, where every 
day, incessantly, an eagle torments him by devouring his liver, 
which then grows back during the night. Only the intervention 


of Heracles eventually frees him from the dreadful agony. 

The order of the plays that made up the trilogy to which 
Prometheus Bound belonged is uncertain. While it is clear that 
the position occupied by the play Prometheus Unbound followed 
that of Prometheus Bound, we have no knowledge as to whether 
Prometheus the Fire-Bearer dealt with the question of the theft of 
fire from the gods (in which case the play must have opened the 
trilogy), or whether it focused, instead, on the setting up of the 
celebrations in honour of the hero after his reconciliation with 
Zeus (in which case the play occupied the third position). In 
either case, it would appear that the trilogy concluded with a 
reassuring finale. 


From the beginning to the end of Prometheus Bound, 
Prometheus is visible on the stage, chained to the 
mountain, relentlessly challenging Zeus by prophesying 
the downfall of the latter. The chorus of Oceanids and the 
Titan Oceanus fruitlessly chide him, urging him to behave 
respectfully towards the gods. Upon the arrival of Io, the 
woman Zeus loved at an earlier time and whom Hera, out 
of jealousy, transformed into a heifer that is ceaselessly 
tormented by a gadfly, Prometheus is further emboldened 
to challenge Zeus and to utter a prophecy against him. 
Addressing Io, Prometheus tells her that the king of the 
gods will be ousted from the Olympus by none other than 
an offspring of Zeus, but he refuses to provide any further 
information. He then also mounts a strong resistance 
against the threats of Hermes, who has arrived on the 
scene to try to wring out of him the secret of Zeus’ fate, 
with regard to which Prometheus had made mysterious 
hints in a veiled allusion. A sudden earthquake, lightning 
and thunder announce that divine punishment is about to 
strike a fatal blow against Prometheus. 


Among the reasons that raise suspicion concerning the 
attribution of this tragedy to Aeschylus, an important element is 
its notably unfavourable portrayal of the figure of Zeus. While in 
the other plays by Aeschylus the supreme deity is the 


unquestioned repository of justice and power, the guarantor of 
cosmic order according to a conception not entirely unlike that 
of Hesiod, in Prometheus Bound he is presented as an absolute 
and evil despot, a tyrant who holds all of mankind in a condition 
of subjugation. In contrast, the rebel Titan appears as the 
positive protagonist of the whole question, taking on the role of 
heroic defender of mankind, threatened as it is by the 
omnipotent dominion of the god who refuses to allow the 
human race to embark on the road towards progress. Such is 
the courage and dignity shown by Prometheus that even while 
he is being subjected to brutal torture he nevertheless manages 
to challenge Zeus. On the other hand, it should be borne in 
mind that the loss of the other two tragedies performed 
together with Prometheus Bound prevents us from ascertaining 
the subsequent evolution of the conflict between Zeus and the 
Titan. Therefore caution should be exercised in assessing this 
approach to the question. 

One aspect which seems to suggest an affinity between this 
tragedy and those which are definitely by Aeschylus is, once 
again, the static nature of the play, expressed even visually by 
the immobility of the protagonist, who throughout the play 
stands chained to his rock. Effectively, no genuine evolution of 
the action is enacted on the stage, nor can one speak in terms of 
actions that depict the unfolding of a plot. The focus of the play, 
physically and conceptually, is the figure of the hero himself, 
whose determined resistance is put to the test in vain by friends 
(Oceanus and the Oceanids, Io) and enemies alike (Hermes sent 
by Zeus), all of whom are trying to coax him into yielding to 
divine omnipotence. The scenes follow one another devoid of 
action, but they cooperate in defining the heroic profile of 
Prometheus, who opts to defend the supreme value of human 
action even at the cost of terrible suffering. 


2.2.8 The saga of the Atreids and the Oresteia 


458 B.C. was the year that saw the first performance the 


Oresteia, the trilogy consisting of Agamemnon, Libation-Bearers 
and Eumenides. It focused on the dramatic events surrounding 
the fate of Agamemnon who, upon his return from the Trojan 
War, was murdered by his wife Clytemnestra and her lover 
Aegisthus, and then was finally avenged by his son Orestes with 
the aid of Electra, Orestes’ sister. As in Seven against Thebes, here 
too the trilogy addresses the question of a tragic sequence of 
events involving a genos blighted by an earlier gory crime (a 
banquet fouled by cannibalism and the fratricide of Thyestes) 
and thus doomed to misfortune across the generations. 
However, in contrast to the Theban trilogy, the conclusion of the 
Oresteia shows the most august institutions of the polis 
prevailing over the archaic logic of the curse on a genos: it is 
none other than a deity, operating in these institutions, that 
restores the proper order of things and recovers the sense of 
individual responsibility, which had hitherto been incorporated 
into the collective responsibility of the entire extended family 
throughout the generations. 


The saga of the Atreids included the issues concerning the 
house of Atreus, the son of Pelops. The story is as follows: 
a dispute had arisen between Atreus and his brother 
Thyestes over the throne of Mycenae; Atreus gets the 
better of Thyestes, who then seeks refuge in exile, though 
not before having intercourse with Atreus’ wife. When 
Atreus finds out what has happened, he engineers the 
most terrible revenge: he kills his brother’s sons and, 
pretending to come with a peace offering, he organises a 
banquet in which the delicacy Thyestes is given to eat 
consists of the boys’ body parts. Thyestes then succeeds in 
obtaining revenge with the aid of his son-grandson 
Aegisthus (born as the outcome of an incestual 
relationship with his daughter Pelopia); he kills Atreus and 
usurps the throne. Atreus’ sons, Agamemnon and 
Menelaus, seek refuge in Sparta, at the court of the king 
Tyndareus, marrying - respectively - Tyndareus’ daughter 
Clytemnestra and his step-daughter Helen (born from 
Leda and Zeus). Agamemnon then succeeds to the throne 


of Mycenae, and Menelaus to the throne of Sparta. When 
the Trojan Paris abducts Helen, Menelaus turns to 
Agamemnon for help. The latter assembles a great 
Achaean army, which sets sail for the Trojan War. During 
her husband's absence, Clytemnestra enters into an 
adulterous relationship with Aegisthus. Agamemnon, 
returning from Troy after ten years at war, is then 
murdered by the two lovers. The king’s death is avenged 
by his offspring: Orestes, acting with the complicity of his 
sister Electra, kills his mother and her lover. 


A number of episodes of the saga provided the inspiration for 
tragedies that have come down to us, including Electra by 
Sophocles, Iphigenia among the Taurians, Electra and Orestes by 
Euripides. The story was also depicted by Aeschylus, whose 
Oresteia starts from Agamemnon’s return to the royal palace of 
Argos, after the Trojan War has come to an end. In Agamemnon 
(Ayayéuvwv) the crime plotted by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus 
against Agamemnon comes to a head; Orestes’ revenge against 
the murderers is depicted in Libation-Bearers (Xonpopot), 
whereas Eumenides (EUwevidec) deals with the judgement 
passed on Orestes and the moral and juridical redemption of 
the matricide. 


Agamemnon. The tragedy is set in Argos (instead of the 
expected Mycenae), and opens with the announcement of 
the end of the war, which is communicated by fire signals; 
the imminent arrival of the king Agamemnon is also 
proclaimed. But the joy at this good news is tempered by a 
profound feeling of anxiety, heavily laden with forebodings 
of sinister events that call to mind the obscure happenings 
in the king’s genos. Clytemnestra’s mind is full of 
resentment towards her husband: he killed her daughter 
Iphigenia as a propitiatory sacrifice before setting out for 
Troy; his father Atreus thrashed and killed the brothers 
and father of Aegisthus, who is now her lover; the king has 
brought a concubine with him to Argos, whom he keeps 
prisoner, namely the prophetess Cassandra, the daughter 
of the Trojan king Priam. When Agamemnon arrives, he is 


welcomed with full honours: in his own words, he is war- 
weary and longs for the chance to enjoy, finally, a restful 
period in his welcoming home. Clytemnestra, who is 
plotting to kill him with the aid of Aegisthus, who will be 
her accomplice, pretends she is still a devoted wife and 
puts on a show of being happy at her husband's return. 
Although he is reluctant to enter the royal palace, she 
manages to persuade him to go in, walking along a 
crimson carpet (a sinister foreboding of the imminent 
bloodbath). Cassandra, before entering into the house, 
goes over in her mind all the sad vices and vicissitudes of 
the Atreids and predicts the killing of the king. From inside 
the royal palace the shouts and screams of Agamemnon 
ring out as he receives the fatal blows; Clytemnestra and 
Aegisthus return onto the stage and announce his death. 


Libation-Bearers. This is the tragedy of revenge par 
excellence. Orestes, Agamemnon’s son, has secretly 
returned to Argos in the company of his friend Pylades, 
upon the order of the Delphic oracle of Apollo. He pays his 
respects to his father’s tomb, laying a lock of his own hair 
on it as a votive offering. The two young men hide when 
they catch sight of a procession of women arriving, 
including Electra, who has come to pour a libation on the 
tomb (ai xyonpopot, choéphoroi, “the women who bring 
libations,” hence the title of the play). Praying to the gods, 
Electra beseeches them to grant the return of Orestes and 
to inflict punishment on her father’s assassins; then, at 
this point, she finds the lock of hair left by her brother. 
Orestes now comes out of hiding and reveals his identity, 
telling her that he plans to avenge his father’s murder. The 
two young men stealthily make their way into the palace, 
disguised as merchants, then Orestes and Pylades 
announce to Clytemnestra that Orestes is dead: at this 
news, Clytemnestra and the aged wet-nurse dissolve into 
tears. Aegisthus wishes to meet the two strangers, but he 
is struck dead by Orestes; then, encouraged by Pylades, 
after a dramatic stichomythia that expresses his painful 
hesitation, the young man kills his mother Clytemnestra as 
well. In the final scene the Erinyes (the demons that 
persecute an impure man whose reputation is tainted by a 


crime he has committed), appearing under the guise of 
rabid dogs, start chasing after Orestes, obliging him to 
engage in a never-ending flight. 


Eumenides. The topic dealt with in this tragedy is the 
purification of Orestes, whose reputation has been sullied 
by the horrendous crime of matricide. The scene in the 
first part of the play takes place at the temple of Apollo in 
Delphi, where Orestes has sought refuge as a suppliant, 
imploring the god to grant him protection, in order to 
escape from persecution by his mother’s Erinyes, who 
here make up the chorus. The Erinyes are lying half-asleep, 
and Apollo seizes the opportunity to encourage Orestes to 
leave the temple and travel to Athens, where he will be 
required to submit to the judgement of the protecting 
goddess of the city. The shade of Clytemnestra awakens 
the Erinyes and chides them for having let Orestes slip 
through their fingers, but Apollo sides with the young man 
and chases them out of the temple. The second part of the 
play takes place in Athens, where Orestes has now arrived. 
The Erinyes catch up with him near the statue of Pallas 
Athena and crowd threateningly round him, demanding 
the right to punish him. The goddess intervenes, 
persuading the Erinyes to ask a court to issue a judgement 
(a transposition of the Areopagus into the context of 
drama) on the contrast between maternal versus paternal 
rights and the case of Orestes. Apollo is on the defence 
team of the young man, whereas the Erinyes are on the 
side of the prosecution. In the end, the judges’ votes are 
evenly divided between the two sides, but the decisive 
judgement by Athena is favourable to Orestes: he is thus 
acquitted. Orestes then moves away, declaring an eternal 
alliance between Athens and Argos. The Erinyes fly into a 
rage and threaten to go on a rampage against Athens, but 
their fury is once again calmed by the goddess, who 
promises them a stable cult and divine honours within the 
city as the Eumenides (that is to say, “benevolent 
goddesses”). 


The figure of Clytemnestra and her crime/vengeance dominate 


the development of the Oresteia. In Agamemnon, Clytemnestra is 
the cruel ruthless character who sets up the fatal deception 
against her husband and controls the development of the 
events, carrying out the murder both of Agamemnon and of 
Cassandra directly with her own hands. Subsequently, in 
Libation-Bearers and Eumenides the guiding thread remains 
tightly linked to Clytemnestra: the two crucial events - namely 
Orestes’ crime/vengeance against his mother in Libation- 
Bearers, but also the problem of Orestes’ punishment for 
matricide in Eumenides - are a development and a consequence 
of the actions performed by the person who is, at one and the 
same time, the wife of Agamemnon and the mother of 
Iphigenia. Clytemnestra is indisputably one of the great tragic 
characters created by Aeschylus, and it should not be 
overlooked that whereas in the precedent of the Odyssey (Books 
III, IV, XI and XXIV) Agamen-non is killed by Aegisthus in a clash 
between rival factions that are vying for power, in the Oresteia it 
is Clytemnestra who kills Agamemnon with her own hands. Thus 
the action portrayed by Aeschylus differs from the sequence of 
events described in the Odyssey; this change in the manner in 
which the assassination is carried out thus becomes a crucial 
aspect in the configuration of the tragic character. In the 
Odyssey, the episode of Agamemnon’s return from Troy is 
presented on the basis of the combination of two elements. The 
murder is perpetrated by Aegisthus during a fight - a veritable 
battle that pits the companions of the old king against the 
usurper, who has become the queen’s new lover-companion 
and has a group of followers with him. Thus Aegisthus’ actions 
and motives blend with and are overlaid upon the role played by 
the queen Clytemnestra, who is herself an active accomplice in 
preparing the scheme of deception against her husband, 
plotting his death and killing Cassandra with her own hands; 
although Agamemnon is actually and concretely killed by 
Aegisthus, so strongly is the active complicity of Clytemnestra 
underlined in Odyssey XI and XXIV that it constitutes a valid 
precedent for her transformation into the direct killer of 
Agamemnon as we see her in Aeschylus, with an accentuation of 


the aspects involving family passions and personal motives. 

But is the difference in the murderous hand an invention by 
Aeschylus, or did it already exist and the tragic poet took it over 
and developed it further? In Pythian XI by Pindar, the narrative 
excursus is devoted to the myth of the Atreids and, unlike in the 
Odyssey, it is clearly stated that Agamemnon was killed by the 
hand of Clytemnestra, who also murdered Cassandra. Pindar 
adds a mention of two probable reasons leading Clytemnestra 
to take action against her husband and his concubine. Firstly, 
the sacrifice of her daughter Iphigenia, decreed by Agamemnon, 
and secondly, her new love affair with Aegisthus (22-27). 
Scholarly discussion has debated whether Aeschylus or Pindar 
should be credited with priority in this innovation that marks a 
change in the story-line as compared to the Odyssey. For Pythian 
XI two dates have been hypothesised: 474, and therefore prior 
to the 458 Oresteia, or 454, and therefore after Aeschylus 
(though we do not know which version was present in 
Stesichorus’ Oresteia). The sacrifice of Iphigenia is not 
mentioned in Homer, while the adulterous relationship between 
Aegisthus and Clytemnestra is indeed present in the Odyssey 
and offers the basis for the comparison, emphasised by 
Agamemnon, between wise Penelope and sinister Clytemnestra, 
and thus between himself and Odysseus with their different 
destinies upon their return from war. 

Overall, in the Odyssey the murder of Agamemnon is 
presented as a blend of private and personal affairs and 
passions, which are also intermingled with political-institutional 
questions, in particular the struggle for the kingdom and power. 
Prompted by both their personal and political motives, which 
mutually interact, Aegisthus and Clytemnestra jointly connive in 
the murder. The killing of Agamemnon is directly carried out by 
Aegisthus, while Clytemnestra is directly in charge of the fate of 
Cassandra. If one reads the Odyssey while bearing in mind 
Aeschylus and Pindar, the absence of the sacrifice of Iphigenia is 
certainly striking and it is clear that the episode, with its 
consequences, shifts the focus of the story in the direction of the 
private sphere and accentuates the profoundly personal aspect 


of the motives that drive Clytemnestra. This is what we note in 
Pindar, where there is no mention at all of a political-military 
struggle for power. The murder of Agamemnon (and, obviously, 
of Cassandra) is perpetrated by Clytemnestra with her own 
hands, and is motivated both by the hatred she nurses against 
him on account of his sacrifice of her daughter, and also by her 
new relationship with Aegisthus. The latter, however, remains a 
somewhat shadowy figure, and the struggle for power is 
relegated to the sidelines and fades into the background, 
allowing scope for personal feelings of bitter recrimination and 
revenge. The choice of the hand that kills follows and aligns with 
this change in orientation, and takes with it the context of the 
sequence of events. Pindar, whose account of the events is 
characterised by conciseness, says nothing about the way the 
murder is carried out, whereas Aeschylus portrays Clytemnestra 
as killing her husband with her own hands in a private context, 
all alone in the recesses of the royal palace. Accordingly, the 
scenario differs markedly from the clash between politically and 
militarily opposing groups portrayed in the Odyssey. 

In Agamemnon, Aegisthus plays no role until the murder of 
Agamemnon (and of Cassandra) has been carried out. In fact, he 
appears on the stage only in the final part (specifically in |. 1577): 
he reminisces about the events that led up to the hatred 
between Atreus and Thyestes, he takes delight in turning over in 
his mind the circumstance of the death of Agamemnon, which 
he ascribes to his own ingenuity, and he comes into conflict with 
the chorus that is clamouring for the return of Orestes the 
avenger. But in the end it is Clytemnestra who intervenes, firstly 
in order to prevent the conflictual situation from degenerating 
into additional violence, but above all to bring the situation to a 
close with a clear final demonstration that power is now in their 
hands. During the fast-paced dialogue with the chorus in the 
finale of the tragedy, Aegisthus appears as the eminence grise of 
the whole affair, the one who for the sake of justice plotted the 
killing of Agamemnon, which was materially carried out by 
Clytemnestra. The statement by Aegisthus appears at first sight 
to depict the opposite of the situation in the Odyssey, where the 


roles fulfilled by Aegisthus and Clytemnestra were inverted, but 
in actual fact his claim even sounds somewhat far-fetched, given 
not only the total absence of the character up to this moment 
but also the unfolding of the events as portrayed in the play 
itself. The chorus mercilessly exposes the falsity of this aspect 
(1625 ff.), and goes so far as to conjure up the idea of Orestes’ 
return (1646-1648), to the point that the clash with Aegisthus 
and his allies is about to degenerate (1651: “Ho there, everyone, 
hold swords at the ready, hilt forward!”): Clytemnestra then 
intervenes to prevent any further trouble (1654), concluding 
with her assertion that they themselves are now the ones who 
hold the reins of power (1672-1673). The delayed appearance of 
Aegisthus and his role in this finale may perhaps have a trace of 
irony, but what is certain is that Clytemnestra is the dominant 
personality. She is involved even in the motif of the clash 
between the opposing factions and the struggle for power - 
which certainly cannot fail to be present, though in this case it 
appears in the final scenes and is relegated to the background 
more than is the case in the Odyssey. In any case, Clytemnestra 
had already clashed with the Chorus on this matter after the 
discovery of the murder (1372 ff.) and, defining herself as the 
creator of justice, she had curtly put an end to the matter, 
saying “that is the situation.” 

As in Pindar, Clytemnestra’s two personal motives have 
become predominant in Aeschylus, prevailing over the public 
and political aspects of the conflict that play a role in the quest 
for supremacy. Naturally, the political skirmish has by no means 
completely disappeared, but it is not awarded a primary role in 
the unfolding sequence of events and their presentation in the 
performance of the play. In Agamemnon 1414-1420 and 1521- 
1529 the enraged mother screams her hatred against 
Agamemnon who sacrificed Iphigenia; in the finale of the 
tragedy Clytemnestra calls Aegisthus “dearest” and in the 
conclusion she emphasises their power as a couple; in Libation- 
Bearers 906-907 it is Orestes who, after killing Aegisthus, 
severely rebukes his mother for her relationship with the latter, 
whom she illicitly preferred to her legitimate husband. Thus the 


theme that predominates is the family question: the passions, 
hatred, resentments and recriminations, the turns and twists of 
love. Clytemnestra calls to mind all of this and defines herself as 
“the ancient avenging demon of the family.” 

Clytemnestra’s hatred also involves Cassandra, who is killed 
directly by Clytemnestra in person as early as in the Odyssey; this 
element of the storyline remains unchanged in Pindar and 
Aeschylus. As already mentioned, the killing of the Trojan 
concubine enlarges the overall picture by adding the personal 
aspect of fierce revenge, in a sort of female rivalry. This is 
another of the reasons for Clytemnestra’s hatred of 
Agamemnon: it is an element that accentuates the emotive and 
personal tone of the questions and also of the character, an 
important component that remains unchanged, while having no 
decisive influence on the unfolding events. 

With regard to the innovation that we find in Aeschylus and 
Pindar, the Odyssey itself had provided a good precedent in 
underlining the role of Clytemnestra as a fierce and active 
accomplice. In Aeschylus, this precedent is further developed by 
casting her in the role of the direct and material assassin of 
Agamemnon as well. Thus the choice of the murderous hand 
follows and accompanies the shift in focus of the overall story 
that can be perceived after Homer, with the greater emphasis 
on family passions and personal motives. A parallel evolution 
can be noted with regard to the context and the setting of the 
episode, with the shift from the banquet and the public 
confrontation found in the Odyssey to the private sphere and to 
the interior of the house in Agamemnon. Aeschylus may not have 
been the first to introduce this change, but he certainly 
exploited it with great skill and dramatic effectiveness in these 
tragedies, and with particular concern for its relevance to the 
problems of justice and the genos which are at the centre of the 
Oresteia. 

The problem of justice and of individual responsibility, in its 
ethical and religious dimension, stands at the centre of the 
trilogy on the Atreids. Agamemnon is doomed to a tragic fate on 
account of the wrongdoings by his father Atreus, but also by 


virtue of his personal responsibility in the Trojan War, above all 
as aresult of the sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia. The fate of 
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus is sealed by their wicked crime of 
betraying and killing the king in his own home. Orestes has to 
deal with the dilemma that has befallen him, and prefers to 
commit the crime of matricide rather than allow the death of his 
father to go unavenged. But it is precisely in the figure of 
Orestes that a fundamental contradiction comes to a head: the 
archaic and tribal idea of justice, based on the collective 
responsibility of the genos and the concept that a crime is 
punished by means of another crime, which in turn demands 
punishment (evolving into a never-ending feud) stand in stark 
Opposition to the written laws of the polis, which transfer the 
rules and control over living together in society to the level of 
the community, and enforce punishment of crimes according to 
personal responsibility. Thus while the death of Agamemnon 
restores an order of justice that had been disrupted by his 
father Atreus, it also burdens Clytemnestra and Aegisthus with 
the weight of a severe wrongdoing. Analogously, by killing his 
mother Orestes counterbalances the injustice suffered by 
Agamemnon, producing at the same time, however, a terrible 
injustice for which there should be a punishment. 

This never-ending chain of collective and personal 
responsibility is brought to an end by the judgement of the 
community: in the presence of the Areopagus, a discussion is 
held on the causes, motives and attenuating circumstances 
pleaded by the guilty party, in the attempt to devise a solution 
for the ethical and juridical enigma and to recompose the 
disrupted balance of social relations. But the answer offered by 
Aeschylus to the problem of justice is open-ended: at the end of 
the trial, the votes in favour of Orestes are equal to those that 
went against him, and only the deity can settle the question. It 
has been suggested that Athena’s decision, which is favourable 
to Orestes, implies a definitive predominance of a patriarchal 
over a matriarchal vision within Greek society (the matricide 
carried out by Orestes is justified inasmuch as it avenges the 
killing of his father, the latter being a crime with more grievous 


social implications). 

In the previous chapter (cf. The Classical Age III 1.2) we noted 
that the Athenian experience of drama constituted an 
Opportunity to focus on aspects of the social and political 
situation of the time, albeit viewed through the veil of myth. In 
458 B.C., when Oresteia was staged, Athens was undergoing one 
of the most difficult transitional phases of its domestic and 
foreign history. Just a few years earlier, in 462, Ephialtes, a 
politician aligned with the democratic social groupings, had 
tabled a motion for a law aimed at reforming and divesting of its 
powers the archaic oligarchic institution of the Areopagus, 
which since time immemorial had been the filter that 
obligatorily scrutinised all the proposed laws and public offices 
of the city before issuing a verdict of approval. Ephialtes was 
assassinated, but Pericles, his political heir, took up the proposal 
again, obtaining a number of restrictions on the prerogatives of 
the collegial institution: henceforth it would be limited to trials 
for the most severe crimes (crimes with bloodshed), and its 
other duties would be transferred to the people’s assemblies. 
On the interstatal front, in a climate of increasing political rivalry 
with Sparta, Athens benefited from the strategic role it had 
recently acquired by entering into an alliance with the 
Peloponnesian city of Argos. 

There are clear reflexes of these two historical events in the 
plays of Oresteia, and their intervention noticeably modifies the 
traditional myth. In the Oresteia, the sequence of events 
involving Orestes concludes in the presence of the Areopagus: 
this is an innovation by Aeschylus, who thereby paid homage to 
the ancient Athenian institution and established a mythic link 
between Athens and Argos. In Eumenides, the limitation imposed 
on the powers of the oligarchic tribunal is partially attributed to 
the decision by Athena. However, while the tribunal set up by 
the goddess takes on an aura of sacred inviolability, it is equally 
undeniable that the manner in which it is portrayed by 
Aeschylus seems to suggest that it was established in a strictly 
judicial environment, in accordance with the dictates of the 
reform carried out shortly before and underpinned by 


democratic aspirations. The alliance with Argos is a detail of 
ongoing historical and political events that is mentioned 
repeatedly in the trilogy: the scene of Agamemnon and of 
Libation-Bearers unfolds in Argos (and not at Mycenae, in 
contrast to the myth); in the finale of Eumenides, before leaving 
the Areopagus Orestes proclaims an everlasting bond between 
Argos and Athens. 


2.2.9 The lost tragedies 


We have noted that our knowledge of Aeschylus’ plays is 
extremely limited, as a result of the selection resulting from the 
traditional processes. However, numerous fragments and 
ancient mentions provide more extensive information on the 
lost plays and their thematic repertoire. In actual fact, as will be 
seen in the presentation of Sophocles and Euripides, the 
thematic range tragic poets could draw on was vast and 
included a great range of subjects belonging to the collective 
imagination of antiquity. For instance, it is worth mentioning at 
least two issues of far-reaching significance and enormous 
importance, namely the Trojan Cycle and the saga of Heracles. 
No entire plays by Aeschylus on these subjects have come down 
to us; however, we have papyrus fragments and indirect sources 
which testify that the poet frequently concerned himself with 
these topics. For instance, we have information concerning two 
trilogies which feature famous heroes of the Trojan War as their 
protagonists, such as Achilles, in the tragedies Myrmidons, 
Nereids and Phrygians or Ransoming of Hector, and Telamonian 
Ajax, in the trilogy that comprised Award of the Arms, Thracian 
Women and Women of Salamis. 


2.2.10 Fragments from the satyr plays 


The sands of the Egyptian desert have also preserved fairly 
substantial fragments of two satyr plays by Aeschylus. Net- 
Haulers (ALKTUOUAKOL) gives a satirical representation of Danae, 


whose father Acrisius cast her adrift at sea, closed up in a crate 
with her son Perseus, as the boy had been identified by an 
oracle as the future killer of his grandfather. A fragment has 
restored part of the initial scene, in which a few fishermen from 
the island of Seriphos are struggling to pull in the net that has 
become caught in a very heavy object (probably none other than 
the crate containing Danae and her son). Another fragment 
represents Silenus consoling Danae, suggesting she should 
likewise express her love for an unnamed person (probably the 
king of Seriphos, Polydectes). 

In the play The Sacred Delegation, or At the Isthmian Games 
(Oewpoi Ff Io8pLactai) the Satyrs were on their way to the 
Isthmian Games of Corinth, where Dionysus was protesting over 
introduction of gymnastic competitions in replacement of the 
ancient dances that used to be dedicated to him. 


2.2.11 Thematic lines of the dramatic production of Aeschylus 


The paucity of the works that have come down to us imply that 
caution should be exercised in performing an overall evaluation 
of Aeschylus’ theological and anthropological conception. It is 
important to avoid an unwarranted generalisation of the 
aspects that can be ascertained in the few known tragedies (this, 
however, is a problem by no means limited to Aeschylus). The 
risk of a misunderstanding is increased by the fact that for a few 
isolated plays, which formed part of linked trilogies, it is almost 
impossible to gain a clear idea of the complete design that 
inspired the overall composition. However, bearing in mind 
these reservations, some recurrent thematic lines in the 
surviving plays can be outlined. 

The theme of the relation between man and the divine, in its 
various manifestations and repercussions, constitutes the focal 
centre of Aeschylus’ thought in the surviving works. The 
tragedies are dominated by the figure of Zeus and the divine in 
general, represented as the dispenser of material goods and, 
more generally, of all that is good, but also of just punishment 


inflicted on those who do not obey the commands of human 
laws and thus become guilty of UBptc (hybris), i.e. of 
overweening arrogance that leads man to disregard his limits, 
the rightful limits on his own condition. Guilty disobedience 
against the laws that have been assigned to mankind, and the 
ensuing divine punishment, marks the destiny of Xerxes in 
Persians, of Eteocles and Polynices in Seven against Thebes, of 
Orestes in Libation-Bearers, and also of Prometheus in the play 
by the same name that has come down to us. Moving beyond 
the archaic conception that held that the pain present in the 
world was attributable to the capricious action of the gods 
because, it was believed, they were envious of human prosperity 
(the pOdvoc BEdv), Aeschylus put forward the idea that 
suffering was the punishment for a bad action that had been 
committed. He thus construed it as an act of justice performed 
by the gods that govern the world and who castigate those 
guilty of disobeying universal law: it was therefore the just 
compensation for a transgression. The Aeschylean conception of 
pain is also more extensively addressed in the attempt to justify 
suffering as a means excogitated by the gods to train man to 
comply with justice (Agamemnon 174-178): 


One who gladly utters loud songs of victory to Zeus 
will score a perfect hit on the target of wisdom - 
Zeus who set mortals on the road 


to understanding, who made 


‘learning by suffering’ (Tae Ua80c) into an effective law. 


In some of the plays, the conception of the individual retains a 
number of archaic features. These are plays still pervaded by the 
ancient idea of the genos as an organic and continuous entity, in 
which all its components are inextricably linked from one 
generation to another by a form of collective and shared 
responsibility. The consequences of wicked actions performed 


by a member of the genos at any given time thus have 
percussions on the following generations as well: the effects are 
borne by the descendants, who are linked by their bloodline to 
an inexorable chain of responsibility. Thus the ancient crimes of 
Atreus lie at the origin of the destruction of Agamemnon’s 
family (Oresteia); the curse that weighs on the house of Laius is 
responsible for the atrocious fate of Oedipus and the extinction 
of his bloodline in the reciprocal fratricide of Eteocles and 
Polynices (Seven against Thebes). However, in a few plays one 
notes the significant emergence of a new vision (which co-exists 
together with the ancient beliefs): the highest city institutions, 
held to be a gift of civilisation bestowed on mankind by the 
gods, are presented as a route towards overcoming the archaic 
approach of the genos and as a means to identify specific 
individual responsibility. Effectively, this is the implication of the 
finale of Oresteia (a work completed by Aeschylus only shortly 
before his death, which should thus be considered as the final 
endpoint of his thought). It is here that he brings to completion 
his reflection on the interminable string of crimes committed by 
the bloodline of Pelops: as the story comes to an end, it moves 
towards a positive solution through the definitive majority 
judgement in favour of Orestes in the statement of the Athenian 
court presided over by Athena. The polis as a civic community 
organised into institutions thus transcends the restricted 
dimension of an aristocratic bloodline that collectively 
undergoes punishment for a crime: instead it acts as the 
defender of an individual who is being hounded by a hostile 
genos, an idea that is also recognisable in the figure of King 
Pelasgus in Suppliants (and likewise in King Theseus of Oedipus 
at Colonus by Sophocles). 

At times, in staging the struggle between the action of man 
and the will of the gods, Aeschylus brings the viewers face to 
face with the harshest and most problematic manifestations of 
this conflict, in particular, the unresolved node of a wicked 
action required in order to avenge a previous case of evil wrong- 
doing. The quandary whereby a wicked act necessarily 
generates another evil action remains in all its dramatic and 


contradictory reality. Several important scenes show a character 
racked by indecision and faced with the agonising but 
inexorable obligation to make a crucial choice (for instance 
Pelasgus in Suppliants, Orestes in Libation-Bearers). The dilemma 
does not eliminate the responsibility of the individual faced with 
the excruciating choice - not even if it implies a moral 
contradiction (punishing a crime by means of a new 
wrongdoing, cleansing the effects of wicked bloodshed by 
further bloodshed). Only in the higher logic of divine designs 
can the plans of justice be recomposed: the divinity thus takes 
ona “providential” character, as it were (Athena in Eumenides, 
Aphrodite in the lost Danaids), by intervening to heal the spiral 
of iniquity that even moral law itself is unable to set right and 
which, paradoxically, it actually exacerbates. 


2.2.12 Language and style 


The solemnity of the themes involving considerations of ethics 
and the seriousness of the situations represented are expressed 
by means of an elevated and grandiose style, resonating with 
archaic tones and rich in imagery. In Frogs, a comedy that 
premiered in 405 B.C., Aristophanes gave a parodistic rendering 
of the dense imagery of Aeschylus’ lines, in which metaphors, 
daring neologisms (especially compound words), original 
phrases and formulas replete with layered meanings endow the 
statements with an overtone of oracular solemnity, at times 
obscure, often abstruse, never simple and easily 
comprehensible: every word or expression has an uncommon 
density of meaning. This allusive and basically analogical style 
constitutes the most appropriate form for representing the life 
of man as dominated by the divine that accomplishes its 
mysterious and enigmatic designs through the existence of 
humankind. 


IV Philosophy in the Polis 


1 The Sophists 


1.1 A new intellectual attitude 


In the second half of the fifth century, Athens became the main 
cultural reference point of Greece, attracting personalities from 
a vast range of locations. In the decades stretching from roughly 
450 to 380 B.C., the city was home to the development of a 
cultural movement whose protagonists were an informal group 
of intellectuals, who were not organised into a philosophical 
school nor were they authors of expressions of thought that 
were always consistent with one another. Despite this apparent 
lack of coherence, their contemporaries already referred to 
them by the collective name of sophistai (sototai). We know 
thirty or so names of Sophists who came from different cities 
and different parts of the country: the elements they had in 
common were, essentially, a basic intellectual attitude together 
with a specific lifestyle and manner of exercising the profession 
of philosophy. 

The term oogtotie (sophistés), formed from the root of the 
verb oowiZouat (so-phizomai), originally covered the same 
semantic sphere as oowoc (sophos); thus it meant “clever, 
expert, specialist, wise, scholarly.” During the period in question, 
as also in the Archaic Age, it referred to individuals who had 
special expertise in one or more branches of knowledge, 
generally of a practical type, which could be of assistance to 
those who lacked familiarity with the particular field. Poets and 
philosophers had always been sophoi par excellence: by virtue of 
the typically sapiential role of the poet and the philosopher in 
Greek culture, the appellation sophistés had always been 
attributed to figures who, seen from the viewpoint of our 
sensibilities, seem to belong to different types of categories, for 
instance poets such as Homer and Hesiod, and philosophers 
such as Thales, Empedocles and Parmenides. The assumption 
that great wisdom was traditionally ascribed to the poets of old 


is confirmed by a comment in which Plato refers to a speech by 
the Sophist Protagoras claiming that sophistic art (Ff, comLotiKh 
téxvn) dated from very ancient times, but the wise men of 
bygone days who practised it feared the aversion it could 
prompt among their fellow citizens, and therefore they masked 
it behind a veil: poetry for Homer, Hesiod and Simonides; 
initiations, prophecies and oracles for Orpheus and Musaeus; 
for others it could even be gymnastics or music. Thus the term 
sophistés, for which the first attestation is found in Pindar, is 
used by the historian Herodotus for Pythagoras and Solon, and 
later by the rhetor Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Augustan Age; cf. 
The Roman Imperial Age II 2) for no less than Plato and Isocrates. 
All the negative connotations which we - more or less 
consciously - associate with the term “sophist” bear absolutely 
no relation either to its etymological meaning or to the use that 
was made of the term before comedy on the one hand, and 
Plato and Aristotle on the other, ended up saddling the idea of 
sophistés with a connotation suggesting paucity of intellectual 
honesty and lack of depth of thought, as well as the idea of 
cynically making use of intricate and unscrupulous dialectical 
arguments, with total disregard for any ethical rule. 

The Sophists claimed to be the depositories of forms of 
knowledge that were eminently and specifically functional, 
intended for obtaining success on various significant occasions 
of life, such as the ability to “speak well” with effective 
presentation of persuasive arguments, and to “decide properly,” 
that is to say, in the most appropriate and suitable manner. With 
the aim of teaching and educating, they made this “know-how” 
available to all those who requested it: thus their claim to be in 
possession of practical and functional knowledge and their 
willingness to teach these skills are two fundamental and 
complementary aspects in the characterisation of these 
intellectual figures. Furthermore, starting from Protagoras, their 
professional approach involved the practice of imposing a fee 
for their teaching activities. In short, after choral melic poetry 
(cf. The Archaic Age III 3), it was philosophy’s turn (at least in the 
version presented by the Sophists) to become a remunerated 


profession, offering its services on the market. Teaching for a 
fee became, in the everyday opinion of the time, the distinctive 
feature of these figures, leading to a critical reaction by those 
who saw this practice as a mercantile conception of knowledge 
and who therefore regarded it as a sort of profanation of the 
disinterested nature of knowledge, which should be dispensed 
free of charge. In Plato’s view, the Sophists were certainly not 
doing philosophy in the true sense of the term. Their activity, he 
argued, consisted in teaching forms of behaviour without 
regard to the problem of whether the end pursued was a good 
one. Thus the ancient adverse judgement levelled against the 
Sophists by the philosophers who transmitted their thought 
(above all Plato, Aristotle and their followers) must be regarded 
as the source of the negative connotation which still attaches to 
the term “sophist” in modern languages. 

The teachings of the Sophists had an essentially pragmatic 
character, as they set themselves the objective of providing 
learners with the means to enter into the public life of 
democratic society or, in other words, to enter the world of 
politics. With the rise of radical democracy, in Athens there had 
been a considerable increase in the range of opportunities for 
citizens to participate in moulding public opinion and to 
contribute to shaping consensus; citizens thus began to play a 
greater role in the decision-making process, both in the political 
and the judicial context. We will focus more closely on this 
aspect in the section concerning rhetoric, which has close 
connections with the subjects addressed in the present context 
(cf. The Classical Age X). It was becoming increasingly necessary 
for orators to refine their dialectical skills in order to be 
successful in expressing their ideas clearly and convincingly, so 
as to capture the general consensus of an audience, be it in the 
assembly or in the law-court. This provides insight into the 
reason why the Sophists’ pedagogical practice focused 
essentially on language: they recognised that words were 
endowed with the power of persuasion and could therefore 
orient and influence both individual and collective choices. 
Accordingly, their educational programme awarded a central 


role to the teaching of rhetoric, which provided training that 
would allow effective and influential participation in the life of 
the city and would enable speakers to sway an assembly in 
support of a given opinion, or to convince an audience. 

Another aspect common to these intellectuals was their 
independent-minded attitude towards traditional beliefs, 
including religious doctrine. They espoused a free-thinking 
approach in the name of a secular rationalism that questioned 
absolute and received values, challenging the ethical and 
cultural lynchpins of traditional education: in short, they 
favoured a form of relativism in the field of knowledge and 
ethics that frequently came into conflict with a considerable 
number of established beliefs. Their critique of the codified 
“truths” of tradition, which had never before been called into 
question, also led to a changed perception of ideas and customs 
linked to local situations: these concepts were now viewed from 
a more cosmopolitan perspective, which sought to overcome 
the cultural barriers that had long separated the cities and 
regions of the Greek peninsula. 

Plato’s dialogues outlining the figures of famous Sophists 
(such as Protagoras and Gorgias) provide us with information 
concerning the vast extent of the fields of knowledge they dwelt 
upon during their lessons. These did indeed include the 
traditional contexts of earlier philosophical investigation, but 
notable attention was also devoted to reflection on language 
and the teaching of rhetoric; moreover, they composed 
manuals, or téxvat (technai), for teaching purposes (cf. The 
Classical Age X 1.2). Their lessons, which were normally held in 
their rich students’ private homes, consisted above all of 
practice in rhetoric in order to develop their disciples’ capacity 
to express a properly structured and well-thought-out line of 
thought on any topic whatsoever. It is no coincidence that the 
virtuosity of the most skilful and famous Sophists (such as 
Hippias and Gorgias) was expressed in highly spectacular 
oratorical performances (émdelEetc, epideixeis) during festive 
celebrations and panhellenic games, such as those at Delphi and 
Olympia, in a manner closely resembling that of the poetry 


recitals of the rhapsodes and the music competitions. 

The criticisms and hostility the Sophists encountered in the 
context of the polis by no means impaired their success and 
popularity. They were able to accumulate considerable wealth, 
because their pupils included a considerable number of the 
scions of wealthy Athenian families and exponents of the 
economic and political elites. The Sophists’ practice of teaching 
for a fee made access to education possible even for certain 
social classes whose family background was not noble or 
elevated, but who aimed to achieve social advancement by 
virtue of their economic means. This may, however, have 
contributed to an indignant and critical reaction against the 
Sophists by the traditionalist aristocrats. It is also worth noting 
that the ideas put forward by the Sophists prompted a certain 
generalised curiosity in Athenian public opinion (albeit often by 
way of loose or inappropriate simplifications); among the 
masses, sophistic ideas gained an enormous following, to the 
point of becoming a sort of collective new trend. On the other 
hand, the spread of sophistic ideas in the context of daily 
lifestyles and attitudes resulted in a considerable trivialisation of 
their intellectual content: this was to a considerable extent 
responsible for the formation of a stereotyped and unreliable 
image of the Sophist as a character devoid of moral scruples, 
capable exploiting to his own advantage his personal talent in 
the field of rhetoric, with total disregard for the ethical and 
social values of truth and justice. This cliché is masterfully 
portrayed in the comedy Clouds by Aristophanes, who - it is 
interesting to note - also improperly enrolled Socrates in the 
anti-modernist critique that was among the themes addressed 
by the great comic poet. 

The Sophists’ pragmatic conception of learning saw 
knowledge as a skill and ability of a technical nature, which was 
designed to solve clearly defined problems and could be 
communicated and taught to all men, without social or cultural 
discrimination. Such an approach set the Sophists in open 
contrast with the traditional aristocratic view of doctrinal and 
exclusive knowledge, through which the gods were believed to 


infuse knowledge of universal and absolute principles among a 
limited circle of the elect, who enjoyed the latter privileged 
status by virtue of their very nature (@Uo«eL) and not by any 
learning process. This was a clash of a cultural and ideological 
nature, which prompted lively debate but also tensions in the 
life of democratic Athens during the second half of the fifth 
century. 


1.2 Gorgias of Leontini 


Gorgias was born around 490 B.C. at Leontini, near Syracuse, 
and the early years of his training were spent in the atmosphere 
of the developing studies on rhetoric that were enlivened by the 
presence of the Syracusan Corax and his disciple Tisias. There 
was a relatively widespread tradition, in antiquity, which held 
that Gorgias was a pupil of Empedocles, who was believed by 
Aristotle to be the inventor of rhetoric (for further reading on 
this and on the beginnings of rhetoric, see The Classical Age X 
1.1). Gorgias arrived in Athens in 427, at the head of an embassy 
of the inhabitants of Leontini, with the aim of seeking help 
against Syracuse. On the occasion in question, he made a 
profound impression on the Athenians assembled in the 
audience, displaying his glittering oratorical brilliance. The 
success he obtained on that occasion gave him the opportunity 
to devote his life to teaching and also to prompt a strong 
interest in rhetorical studies among the citizens of Athens. His 
disciples included the rhetors Isocrates and Alcidamas, the 
tragedian Agathon, possibly also the philosopher Antisthenes. 
Among the activities that brought Gorgias great fame, mention 
should be made of his celebrated oratorical performances 
during the games at Olympia and Delphi, in which the everyday 
practice of eloquence was raised to the highest literary dignity in 
epideictic speeches that marked an important moment of the 
ceremony. He died in Thessaly at a fairly advanced age, around 
385 B.C. 

A considerable body of material forming part of works by 
Gorgias, concerned mainly with aspects of rhetoric, has come 


down to us. In the dialogue devoted to the figure of Gorgias 
(Gorgias 449a), Plato depicts him as saying that the téxvn 
(techné, the artistry) in which he - Gorgias - is an expert is 
rhetoric and that he is therefore a pytwp (rhétdr). We also have 
other ancient evidence informing us of the nature of his 
teachings on the subject of rhetoric and suggesting that for the 
purposes of teaching he also composed a manual of rhetoric 
containing precepts and maxims (such as fr. 12 Diels-Kranz 
mentioned in Aristotle’s Rhetoric: “We should destroy our 
Opponents’ seriousness by laughter and their laughter by 
seriousness”). In Gorgias’s activity, the theory and practice of 
discourse coexist and these two aspects can truly be said to play 
a fundamental role, in the sense that words are believed to 
possess a sort of magic power, capable of influencing and 
dominating any or all the fields of human knowledge at will. In 
his work On Nonbeing or On Nature, Gorgias provided an 
example of this power of words, which governs every domain of 
thought and thus ontological speculation as well. The content of 
this work is known to us by virtue of two fairly detailed 
summaries composed in a later era: with a logical and well- 
structured argument he put forward the claim that nothing 
exists: “Nothing is; and if [sci/. something] is, it is unknowable; 
and if [scil. something] both is and is knowable, it cannot be 
indicated to other people” (fr. 3a D.-K.). 

We have only scanty evidence concerning the two epideictic 
speeches (for the terminology, cf. The Classical Age X 1.3) that he 
delivered during the solemn festivities held in the spectacular 
and prestigious venue of Olympia and of Delphi (Olympikos and 
Pythikos). We know that in the former Gorgias urged the Greeks 
to live together in concord (Oyovota, homonoia). The same 
panhellenic spirit can be found in the fragments of the Epitaph, 
composed for the Athenians who had fallen in the 
Peloponnesian War (fr. 5b D.-K.): “Trophies won from the 
barbarians demand hymns (Upvot), those from the Greeks 
dirges (@pfvot).” With a stunning display of dazzling rhetorical 
skill and encomiastic tones, Gorgias glorified the memory of 
these men, who 


possessed a virtue that was divine, and a mortality that 
was human (...) [and were] violent toward violent men, 
orderly toward orderly ones, fearless toward fearless ones, 
formidable in [or: among] formidable [sci/. circumstances 
or men] (...) That is why the longing for these men who 
have died has not died with them, but lives deathless, in 
bodies not deathless, [sci/. longing] for men who are no 
longer alive. 


There also remains a tiny fragment of an Encomium for the 
Eleans. 

The two speeches entitled Defence of Palamedes and 
Encomium of Helen are the most ancient orations to have come 
down to us in their full form. The paradoxical character of the 
theme forming the basis of both speeches, drawn from the 
stories of the Trojan Cycle, leaves little room for doubt 
concerning their nature as fictitious speeches, very likely 
destined to be used for teaching purposes, to be memorised as 
models by the orators and, if the need should arise, to be 
imitated. The underlying significance of these rhetorical 
virtuosities resides in their didactic and illustrative function, 
designed to exemplify the dazzling potential of the art of using 
words, with its power of persuasion and its capacity to sway the 
enthralled listener’s attention. As is made clear by its title, the 
Defence of Palamedes simulates an oration in a law-court, where 
the hero Palamedes delivers a speech addressed to the 
assembly of the Greek chiefs in order to defend himself against 
the charge of treason that has been levelled against him by 
Odysseus, who made use of deceitful stratagems. The Encomium 
of Helen constitutes the most ancient complete example of a 
prose encomium, which was the form that had gradually 
replaced the ancient lyrical encomia. The fictive nature of this 
encomium, designed as a practical example for teaching 
purposes, is underlined by the author himself, who brings it to a 
conclusion in the following manner (fr. 11, 21 D.-K.): “I wished to 
write a speech that would be an encomium for Helen and an 
amusement for me (€pdv S€ Tratyviov).” The encomium of the 


heroine coincides with an (apparently desperate) defence of the 
figure of Helen, namely, of a person traditionally considered to 
have been guilty of betraying Menelaus and thus to have 
sparked the Trojan War. However, there existed a minority 
tradition favourable to Helen (already supported by a fairly 
ancient literature, such as the Palinode of Stesichorus), which 
held that it was not the real Helen who went to Troy, but rather 
an effigy of herself. Gorgias, however, did not resort to this 
argument, opting instead to develop a veritable oration of a 
judicial type, with rigorously structured arguments. The view he 
put forward was that she left Greece against her will, either 
because she was induced to move away by the action of chance, 
or by the will of the gods, or because she was forcibly obliged to 
leave, or was strongly influenced by the persuasiveness of 
words, or was overcome by the inexorable power of love. 
Therefore Helen was innocent. 

In antiquity, Gorgias’ prose was famous for its fascinating 
style and evocative power, which was suggestive of poetry. In 
fact it is no coincidence that one of the basic features of his 
conception of rhetoric involved his innovative utilisation of 
elements of style and mesmerising constructs that had 
previously been the exclusive province of poetic expression, and 
which he now transposed into prose. Examples include features 
of poetry such as the division of sentences into short cola and 
the attention to prosodic sequences, which at times reproduce 
clearly defined metrical structures. Another characteristic 
involves his use of a series of rhetorical figures that enrich his 
statements and which, by virtue of their recurrent presence in 
his works, were in ancient times believed to have actually been 
created by Gorgias himself: accordingly, they are defined as 
Gorgian figures (antithesis, isocolon, homoeoptoton, 
paronomasia and homoeoteleuton). 


1.3 Protagoras of Abdera 


Protagoras was born in Abdera, an Ionian colony of Thrace, 
around 490/85 B.C. (he was thus older than his fellow 


countryman Democritus). His frequent journeys took him to 
Sicily and more than once to Athens, where he carried out his 
research and teaching activities and was in contact with Pericles. 
The latter entrusted him with the task of drawing up a law code 
for the panhellenic colony of Thurii, founded in 444 B.C. in 
southern Italy, in the vicinity of Sybaris. Protagoras remained in 
Athens even after the death of Pericles in 429, and subsequently 
a story circulated claiming that a few years later (around 420, or 
possibly in 411, during the period of the oligarchic revolt of the 
Four Hundred) he was put on trial for impiety and all his works 
were destroyed. However, not everyone believes this is a true 
story: some see it as an ancient invention (conceivably of an 
“anecdotal-biographic type” aiming to cast a figure as a 
particular type of character). He is said to have died at sea, while 
fleeing from Athens and trying to reach Sicily in order to avoid 
having to stand trial. Protagoras was the first to openly describe 
himself as a “Sophist”: the report that his writings were set on 
fire and reduced to ashes by official decree, publicly in the 
agora, is symptomatic of the impact of his ideas on Athenian 
society of the time and of the conflicts that arose. We learn from 
the fragments (which are particularly few) and from other 
ancient evidence that his thought ranged over a variety of 
spheres of investigation, from theology to rhetoric and politics. 

As in the case of Anaxagoras, the charge of impiety (an 
accusation that could be made regardless of a full-scale trial; it 
could even lead to a sentence of guilt, with destruction of the 
books) did not aim specifically to condemn a presumed work of 
systematic demolition of the Greek pantheon and traditional 
religion: rather, it was an attack on the basically sceptical and 
relativistic attitude displayed by Protagoras against the 
traditional religion and theological background - an attitude 
that his critics superficially interpreted tout court as a profession 
of atheism. His work On the Gods opened with a clear espousal 
of religious agnosticism (fr. 4 D.-K.): 


About the gods I am able to know neither that they exist 
nor that they do not exist nor of what kind they are in 


form: for many things prevent me from knowing this, its 
obscurity and the brevity of man’s life. 


Protagoras devoted himself above all to teaching, inasmuch as 
the basic aim he sought to pursue was the education of man 
through /ogos and persuasion. The criterion he followed was 
that of utility, which implied that the teaching of ethical-political 
virtues assumed an important role: although he acknowledged 
that natural talents and predispositions did indeed exist, he 
strongly believed that fulfilment and complete achievement of 
man’s desires cannot be reached without an education. 

Cognitive relativism effectively deprives truth itself of the 
absolute value traditionally assigned to it and actually restores 
dignity to opinion and to its diversified manifestations. Its most 
celebrated expression is found in the fragment drawn from the 
text Truth or Refutations, which sets the individual - that is to say, 
the individual's perception - as a “measure” of all things (fr. 1 
D.-K.): 


Of all things the measure is man: of those that are, that 
they are, and of those that are not, that they are not. 


The significance of this statement resides in the idea that, since 
absolute and objective truth is unknowable, every “truth” is 
relative and is founded on the perception of whoever is 
perceiving it. Therefore, the statement clearly expresses 
Protagoras’ anthropocentrism, which was also shared by 
Sophists in general: in this perspective, attention was focused 
essentially on man as such. Clearly, it was but a small step for 
such a premise to develop into the full-blown idea of the 
relativity of the conception of good and evil and human 
behaviour; in other words what was portrayed was a moral 
relativism that was difficult to reconcile with traditional Greek 
ethics. 

The same relativistic spirit also underlies Protagoras’ 
teaching of rhetoric, which started out from the basic assertion 


that contrasting opinions exist with regard to whatsoever 
subject is being addressed, none of the latter being, in itself, 
objectively preferable. However, since it is generally the case 
that one of the two opinions does appear more correct and 
plausible, the task of rhetoric is to make it possible for the less 
plausible and weaker opinion to be supported by valid 
arguments, so that it will appear to be better than the other one. 
This conception is expressed by means of the programmatic 
formula “making the weaker argument stronger” (fr. 6b D.-K.: 
TOV ATtTW Adyov KpEittw Troteiv), which ended up becoming a 
sort of widespread slogan within the cultural trends of the time, 
which appropriated it while degrading it and interpreting it ina 
purely utilitarian sense (as testified by Aristophanes’ comedy 
Clouds). Furthermore, its conceptual content became trivialised 
and degraded, with the deliberate aim of presenting the 
thought of Protagoras and the Sophists in a negative light. Pairs 
of opposite statements (Stcoo0i Adyot, dissoi logo) on various 
topics constituted the work Antilogies - that is to say, Opposing 
Arguments - made up of two books, which may have fulfilled the 
functions of a handbook for teaching this technique of 
presenting one’s arguments for and against a topic. Only 
fragments of the work have come down to us. 

One aspect that should be underlined is that the title Disso/ 
Logoi also designates another work, but it is anonymous and 
written in Doric dialect; in contrast to Protagoras’ Antilogies, this 
composition in Doric dialect has in fact come down to us. 
Datable probably to the end of the fifth century, it gathers 
together various pairs of contrasting speeches on a range of 
topics, in accordance with the antilogy conception expressed by 
Protagoras. The interpretation and more precise dating of the 
work are problematic and are the object of discussion; some 
scholars believe it was a rhetorical exercise stemming from a 
school environment. 

The testimony of Aristotle and other ancient sources lies at 
the origin of our knowledge of some observations by Protagoras 
in the sphere of language and studies on grammar. For 
instance, we are thus aware of Protagoras’ work in 


distinguishing nouns into the three genders: masculine, 
feminine and neuter; additionally, Protagoras argued that such 
a distinction implied that the grammatical gender must 
correspond to the natural gender of the object designated by 
the name (another idea that was parodied in Aristophanes’ 
Clouds). 


1.4 Prodicus of Ceos 


Born on the island of Ceos, Prodicus lived between 470/60 and 
the first years of the fourth century B.C.: as can be inferred from 
Plato's Apology, he was still alive in 399, the year of the death of 
Socrates. Prodicus often went to Athens to carry out diplomatic 
functions: in the city, he held fee-paying lessons and talks that 
made him very popular, as also shown by the fact that 
Aristophanes mentions him ironically more than once (for 
example, Clouds 360-361), alluding to his alleged interests in 
astrophysics. Cicero and Galen (second century A.D.) likewise 
attest to the claim that attributes to him a work On the Nature (of 
Man). In the field of language studies and rhetoric, Prodicus 
devoted his attention above all to problems of semantic 
appropriateness, underlining the importance of correct and 
appropriate use of terms and focusing in particular on the study 
of synonyms: his ability in defining differences and similarities of 
meaning between words is clearly linked to rhetoric, and thus to 
the importance of selecting the appropriate words at the right 
moment. 

We have fragmentary evidence of another work, entitled The 
Seasons (‘Opat), which very likely focused on the history of 
mankind, conceived as a pathway of progress in which the arts 
and technical achievements played a decisive role, taking 
agriculture as the starting point. In this work he narrated the 
celebrated fable of “Heracles at the Crossroads” (reported by 
Xenophon, Memorabilia 1 1, 21-34, who stated that he was 
paraphrasing the text of Prodicus). The story runs as follows: 
Heracles, during his years of transition from adolescence to 
adulthood, found himself at a crossroads: while he hesitated, 


uncertain as to which road to take, two women, Apetn and 
Kakia (Virtue and Vice), came forward from the two roads: each 
of the two women endeavoured to persuade him to follow her 
along her path, until Heracles decided to follow Virtue. 

As far as religion was concerned, Prodicus went beyond the 
agnosticism of Protagoras, attempting to give a rational 
explanation, on the basis of a strictly human line of reasoning, 
for the origin of the religious beliefs of peoples. The suggestion 
he put forward was that the ancient populations divinised 
physical entities that were of use to them, such as the sun, 
planets, rivers, and so forth. It was a form of rationalism at the 
centre of which there stood man, his history and his 
achievements. 


1.5 Hippias of Elis 


A contemporary of Prodicus, Hippias was born in the locality of 
Elis, close to Olympia. Both in his homeland and elsewhere (in 
Athens, Sparta, Sicily) he displayed his oratorical skills in 
frequent performances and public speeches on a great range of 
subjects, revealing a dazzling virtuosity that brought him fame 
and handsome profits. Although our knowledge of this Sophist 
is to a large extent dependent on the somewhat ironic image 
sketched by Plato (in the dialogues Hippias Minor and Hippias 
Major), we are nevertheless able to sketch the outline of a 
significant intellectual profile. 

His interests appear to range a truly encyclopaedic gamut of 
subjects: he concerned himself both with literary and scientific 
disciplines, setting up a well-structured organisation of fields of 
knowledge and teaching, which prefigured the system of the 
seven liberal arts (trivium and quadrivium). A very clear 
expression of this approach is found in a collection of items of 
information and citations on the most disparate subjects, 
entitled Tuvaywyn (Synagodgé, a “collection of texts,” as it were). 
In addition, he was also an epic and lyric poet (the composition 
of an elegy is attested), a tragedian and composer of 
dithyrambs; but his talents were not limited to the field of poetic 


composition: he had a considerable variety of practical skills 
and, among other things, he had devised an effective memory 
technique. His works also include a List of the Olympic Victors, 
which points to a clear interest in the chronography and history 
of his native land; in fact, Plato (Hippias Major 285b) attributes to 
him studies with a historical-antiquarian flavour, concerning 
“yevn, heroes, men, foundations, and in short about all of 
archaeology (GuAANBSnv Tdons this apxatoAoyia).” 


1.6 Critias of Athens 


Critias was born in about 460 B.C. in Athens: his family enjoyed 
an elevated social status and was known to have kinship 
relations with Solon. He attended the teaching of Socrates, with 
other young men of the Athenian aristocracy, one of whom was 
no less than Plato (to whom he was related on his mother’s 
side), and also Alcibiades. He took part very intensely in 
Athenian political activities, during a particularly agitated period: 
in 415 he and Alcibiades both ended up being involved in the 
scandal of the mutilation of the herms. In 411 he was among the 
supporters of the oligarchic regime of the Four Hundred, 
subsequently fleeing to Thessaly after its fall. In 404 he once 
again took part actively in political affairs, contributing to the fall 
of democracy and the creation of the oligarchic regime, 
becoming one of the Thirty Tyrants who subjected Athens to a 
harsh repressive regime with the support of Sparta. He died the 
following year, during the assault on the fortress of Munichia, 
near Piraeus, where the democratic partisans who, under the 
leadership of Thrasybulus, had fled from Athens had barricaded 
themselves. Later in 403, they would reestablish democratic rule. 

In contrast to the characters examined so far, Critias never 
engaged in teaching for a fee; therefore strictly speaking he 
cannot be seen as an exponent of the Sophistic movement. 
However, he can certainly be considered a significant 
representative of Sophistic culture, which he profoundly 
absorbed, as can clearly be perceived in his numerous literary 
works of various types, both in prose and in verse. 


Among his verse compositions, we have knowledge of 
elegiac compositions (one of which is addressed to Alcibiades); 
we also know the titles of three tragedies and a satyr play (which 
we will address in further detail in the section on drama in the 
fifth century, cf. The Classical Age V 3.2). There is a fragment 
displaying attitudes and concepts that are characteristic of the 
Sophists: the idea of the conventional nature of the law and the 
expression of a total rationalism in the sphere of religion, the 
latter being regarded as a tool of power, an invention by a clever 
man for the specific purpose of preventing mankind from 
violating the laws. 

Critias expressed his rigid political tendencies in a work 
consisting of elegiac distichs entitled NoAttetat EupEtpor 
(Constitutions in Verse), in which he reviewed a number of legal 
and political systems existing in the Greek poleis. In his survey 
he expressed a preference and admiration for the Spartan 
institutions (thirty or so lines of the Constitution of Sparta have 
come down to us). He composed an analogous work in prose 
that was likewise entitled Constitutions: it included a Constitution 
of the Thessalians and possibly a Constitution of Athens. Here too, 
most of the surviving fragments of this prose work derive from 
the Constitution of Sparta. 


1.7 Antiphon and Thrasymachus 


Only summary remarks will be devoted here to these two 
figures: the reader is referred to the chapter on rhetoric for a 
more extensive treatment. 

Whether the Sophist Antiphon is to be identified with the 
orator Antiphon of the deme of Rhamnus is a problem that has 
been the object of prolonged debate in scholarly circles, but no 
unanimous decision has yet been reached. However, it would 
seem that solid arguments can be put forward in support of the 
view that the the Sophist and the orator are one and the same 
person, whom we will examine in greater detail in connection 
with rhetoric (cf. The Classical Age X 2.1). In any case, from the 
point of view of chronology his life span should certainly be 


regarded as unfolding fully within the fifth century (roughly 480- 
411). A philosophical theme that was greatly favoured by 
Antiphon was that of the conflict between voyoc (nomos) and 
uotc (physis), that is to say between convention and nature. A 
group of his writings with a sophistic character is lost, apart 
from a short piece from the work entitled On Truth (AAn8eta), 
restored by a papyrus. The Tetralogies likewise show a sophistic 
character: they consist of three groups, each containing four 
orations, which deal with murder cases; all the orations are 
composed of a speech outlining the offence the accused is said 
to have committed, another speech containing the defence, and 
the responses to both. These were not orations genuinely 
delivered in public: rather, their fictitious nature leads one to 
assume that they were designed for the teaching of rhetoric. 

With regard to Thrasymachus, who came from Chalcedon on 
the Bosphorus and was active in Athens during the second half 
of the fifth century, at the time of the Peloponnesian War, we 
have information deriving only from the Platonic dialogue 
Republic, in which Thrasymachus appears as a character. Like 
Antiphon, he devoted his time to the study of problems 
concerning the nature of justice and the origin of law. The 
conclusion he reached was that justice should be identified as 
“what is advantageous for the person who is stronger”; this line 
of reasoning reflected his conception that the law rests on 
arbitrary foundations, constructed by those who hold power, 
and is designed as a means of furthering their own interests. He 
is also credited with having written a Nepi moAttetac (Peri 
politeias), which is probably to be regarded as a text focusing on 
the current events of his day in the field of politics. It apparently 
had conservative leanings, and was in line with the habit of 
entrusting messages expressing ideological propaganda to 
short leaflets or pamphlets. In the sphere of rhetoric, 
Thrasymachus followed the practice of drawing up a Techné 
which he then added as an accompaniment for speeches 
composed with special care and attention to formal 
considerations (cf. The Classical Age X 1.2). 


2 Socrates and the Socratic schools 
2.1 Socrates of Athens 
2.1.1 A fundamental stage in the history of thought 


The figure of Socrates represents a milestone in the history of 
human thought. The present book is not a handbook of the 
history of philosophy, but even in a history of Greek literature 
one cannot disregard such a phenomenon, which had an 
enormous influence over a great range of literary expressions of 
ancient culture. During the final decades of the fifth century, 
namely in the period when the Sophists were presenting their 
relativistic conception and a vision of philosophy as a technique 
founded essentially on rhetoric and designed for the pursuit of 
an essentially practical end, Athens formed the backdrop for the 
life and work of Socrates, whose thought expressed a position 
that stood in marked (even polemical) opposition to the 
tendencies of his time. Interested specifically and primarily in 
the problems that concern man and humankind’s manner of 
living in the world - like the Sophists themselves, but in sharp 
contrast to their beliefs - Socrates revived the fundamental idea 
of the existence of an absolute and univocal truth. This is the 
issue on which the philosopher’s thought dwells, in the attempt 
to grasp it and communicate his reflections to the rest of 
mankind. The aim is, at one and the same time, both cognitive 
and ethical. Reflection on the fundamental problems of man’s 
existence and human action aims to develop a conscious 
awareness of thought processes, inasmuch as it is this 
consciousness of thought that provides the foundations of 
moral values. Such an approach could be called ethical 
intellectualism, in the sense that knowing what is right and good 
cannot be kept separate from doing that which is just and good, 
knowledge of the good cannot but lead to doing that which is 
just and good: it is a grave mistake to separate practical life 
from philosophical investigation. 


In a passage from Poetics (1, 1447b 11) Aristotle draws a 
comparison that likens the genre of drama consisting of mime 
to what he calls Adyot LwKpattkol (“Socratic dialogue”). The 
passage in question (which may conceivably have ironic aspects) 
is interesting because it reveals clear awareness of the existence 
of a precise literary genre, namely the “Socratic dialogue.” This 
expression refers to certain text types, mainly composed in 
dialogue form, in which Socrates is the protagonist and 
conducts the discussion on a strikingly broad range of topics. 
The affinity suggested by Aristotle also draws attention to the 
mimetic character of Socratic dialogue, with its almost theatrical 
reproduction of a lively exchange of quips and banter between 
the various characters who have engaged in conversation. The 
most grandiose outcome of this genre is, of course, represented 
by Plato’s dialogues, but many of Socrates’ disciples composed 
works of this kind, with the aim of reviving the figure of the 
great master and thereby transmitting his teachings. Quite 
frequently, this emphasis on Socrates’ works was intended as a 
celebration and a defence of the master and was directed 
against his enemies and detractors in order to counter an anti- 
Socratic literature exemplified by Aristophanes’ comedy Clouds, 
or by the lost Accusation of Socrates composed by the Sophist 
Polycrates of Athens in 393. Thus not only was the presence of 
Socrates in literature copious and important, but one can go so 
far as to say that his figure “created” a literary genre, though he 
by specific choice did not write anything: his activity gave rise to 
a literature in which his historical personality is, as it were, 
diffracted by multiple image-deforming mirrors. 

None of the writings of the Socratics pursued a specifically 
biographical task, nor did they seek to build up a description of 
the master’s life and teachings that would be faithful in the 
historiographic sense. The literary and philosophical outcomes 
of the Socratic figure must not and cannot be mistaken for 
reports by chroniclers. The biographical elements, combined 
with the aim of defending Socrates against attacks and 
accusations, are overlain by the depiction of an exemplary 
“philosophical life” that lies beyond the bounds of time. 


Accordingly, this backdrop can be construed in the manner of a 
looking glass that reflects rays of thought and illuminates a 
world of ideas, also lying at some considerable distance from 
the historical Socrates. 


2.1.2 Biographical information 


Socrates is said to have been short and stocky, with bulging eyes 
and the appearance of a satyr. The ancients liked to underline 
the striking contrast between his ugly external appearance and 
the beauty of his soul. He was born in Athens, in a family of fairly 
modest means: his father, Sophroniscus, was a sculptor, or 
possibly no more than a stonemason, while his mother 
Phaenarete was a midwife. His wife, called Xanthippe, is said to 
have been bad-tempered, with a belligerent character that has 
gone down in history as the weapon she deployed to torment 
her husband. It is also said he never gave in to pain or 
weariness, he always wore exactly the same clothes in every 
season and he could knock wine back faster than anyone else: 
all these are elements of a rich and colourful collection of 
anecdotes, but distinguishing fact from fiction is no easy task. 
On the other hand, they play a meaningful role in delineating 
the traditional figure of the man. 

He spent almost all his life in his city, leaving it only to serve 
in the army as a hoplite on the occasion of military operations 
(such as the expedition to Amphipolis in 422 during the 
Peloponnesian War), in which he appears to have stood out for 
his courage in battle. His intellectual background was probably 
shaped by contact with Pericles’ circle. It is surmised that he 
may have come into contact with the doctrines of Anaxagoras 
and that he took an interest in investigations in natural science, 
but soon abandoned this line of enquiry, but it is by no means 
certain that such assertions correspond to historical fact. His 
relations with the world of politics reveal an evident lack of any 
ambitions in this field, and to our knowledge he held no 
significant public office. However, in the few cases when he did 


have to make decisions that had some impact in the field of 
public affairs, he showed a preference for decisions based on an 
honest conscience and moral rigour rather than choices 
imposed by common opinion. We have information concerning 
two significant occasions. The first occurred during the 
democratic regime, when he alone voted against the proposal of 
a summary and collective trial (this form of judicial proceedings 
was illegal) of the stratégoi who had been victorious at 
Arginusae (406 B.C.), but were now accused of not having come 
to the aid of the Athenian soldiers who had fallen into the sea. 
The second occasion was in 404, when he refused to carry out 
an arrest order issued by the Thirty Tyrants against a well-to-do 
citizen of Salamis, whose only crime was that of being a political 
adversary of the regime. 

His family by no means belonged to the aristocratic class, in 
contrast to the situation most frequently observed for the 
educated members of society; his financial circumstances were 
never prosperous. He unceasingly devoted his time to the 
practice of philosophy and always sought to educate his fellow 
citizens by means of his teaching activities; this he did without 
ever requesting or receiving any financial gain, which implies 
that he was not totally indigent. However, while many of his 
pupils belonged to wealthy families, Socrates himself was known 
for his condition of poverty; this undoubtedly contributed to the 
widespread opinion that painted him as a man who wasted his 
time blathering about strange and abstract things rather than 
devoting himself, as he should have done, to the concrete 
problems of everyday life concerning home and family. 

The philosopher’s personality was not willing to make 
concessions or give ground on matters concerning the 
innermost ethical law of conscience, which formed the basis of 
his profound convictions concerning justice and that which is 
good and righteous. His generally anti-conformist attitude 
earned him the dislike of quite a few of his fellow citizens in the 
Athenian community: thus while he had succeeded in escaping 
the reprisals of the Thirty Tyrants thanks to the prompt 
restoration of democracy (403 B.C.), it was none other than the 


exponents of the democratic regime who insisted on enacting 
the full force of their hostility by sentencing the philosopher to 
death (399 B.C.). The threefold charge formally levelled against 
him by Meletus (a tragic poet, who also drew inspiration from 
the powerful politician Anytus) accused him of not believing in 
the gods of the city, introducing new gods and corrupting the 
young. In actual fact, an additional factor played a role in 
Socrates’ conviction, namely his acquaintance with politicians 
who espoused rigidly oligarchic ideas, for instance Alcibiades 
and Critias, and his anti-conformist - and therefore unpopular - 
attitude, which was particularly disliked by the resentful 
common masses. Both Plato and Xenophon have left us an 
Apology, a free reconstruction of the self-defence spoken by 
Socrates during the trial. He maintained a serene attitude and 
emphasised his innocence, underlining his impeccably guiltless 
behaviour throughout his life, and defending his philosophy and 
his teachings. It appears that not only did he reject any legal 
loophole that might have enabled him to avoid being 
condemned, but he even asked to be fed and maintained at the 
expense of the state as a benefactor. Instead, the outcome was 
that he was sentenced to death; the tradition relates that he 
refused to flee from prison, preferring to emphasise the 
obedience that must be paid to the laws of the state. Another 
two Platonic dialogues, Crito and Phaedo, have preserved several 
fine narrative scenes on the imprisonment and death of 
Socrates: in order for the sentence to be executed, the 
philosopher drank a deadly potion made from hemlock, with a 
serene and imperturbable expression that has become 
proverbial. 


2.1.3 The ancient sources and the historical figure of Socrates 


The fact that Socrates left absolutely nothing in written form 
corresponds to a precise position he deliberately adopted and 
linked to his method. He carried out his teaching activity by 
means of direct conversational exchanges, using his famous 


procedure of fast-flowing question and answer addressed to an 
occasional addressee. He claimed that his method was the most 
lively and highly stimulating approach, capable of encouraging 
an in-depth examination of problems while, at the same time, 
bringing to light an evident and persuasive truth, in sucha 
manner that the addressee would be led by the hand until he 
discovered it himself. Oral teaching was considered to bea 
superior method because it was entrusted to the ineffaceable 
effectiveness of the adversarial procedure and of memory. 
Written materials, on the other hand, do not allow a spoken 
exchange of ideas with the addressee, nor are they of any 
assistance in committing to enduring memory the results that 
have been achieved, and this increases the likelihood of their 
being forgotten. At least, this is the line of reasoning put 
forward by Plato (in Phaedrus), probably interpreting the 
meaning of Socrates’ choice. Yet despite the total absence of 
any written records, Socrates’ influence on literature was vast 
and extremely significant. His works, appreciated and 
remodelled in many forms, at times with markedly different 
approaches, became incorporated into the works of his 
disciples, whose personalities in some cases differed quite 
sharply from one another. As we will see, Antisthenes, 
Xenophon, Euclides of Megara, Aeschines of Sphettus and 
others composed Socratic dialogues that were inspired by the 
master’s dialectical method: their works were felt to achieve a 
form that combined the advantage of written records with the 
benefits of the tradition passed on by word of mouth and of 
learning directly from the teacher in person. Socrates’ most 
illustrious pupil, Plato, also adopted the dialogue form, thereby 
making a crucial contribution to fixing a veritable genre of 
philosophical writing, which became extremely popular and was 
widely used in later times as well. 

The sources we have available on the figure and thought of 
Socrates are of a number of different types: Plato’s dialogues, 
the works of Xenophon, a few mentions by Aristotle, the 
fragments of the “minor Socratics” and Clouds by Aristophanes. 
Clearly, sources that are so heterogeneous in terms of their 


Orientation and attitudes, and differ both in content and literary 
genre, cannot fail to raise a host of interpretive complications. 

Plato certainly constitutes the most important source as 
regards both quantity (Socrates is the protagonist of most of the 
surviving Platonic writings) and quality, but he is also a fairly 
problematic source. In no way can a thinker of the calibre of 
Plato be taken as a faithful and mechanical reproducer: his 
image of Socrates assuredly includes not a few deformations 
attributable to the specific orientation he adopts in presenting 
and utilising the figure of Socrates. There can be little doubt that 
Plato tends on the one hand to heap much greater praise on the 
figure of the master than on his contemporaries (especially the 
Sophists) while, on the other hand, relying on his own ideas and 
doctrines in interpreting the figure and thought of Socrates, to 
the point that Socratic thought is overlain by Plato’s own vision, 
with Socrates thereby becoming the spokesman for Platonic 
philosophy as well. 

Xenophon was in contact with Socrates in Athens, and left 
traces of this acquaintance in a few texts (as we will see in 
greater depth in the chapter devoted to Xenophon, cf. The 
Classical Age XI 1). The fact that he was not a philosopher led 
earlier scholars to conjecture that his work would perhaps be of 
greater documentary reliability; today, however, analysts concur 
in believing that this was not the case: on the contrary, it is now 
widely felt that the modest level of speculation in Xenophon 
himself is reflected in his representation of Socrates. In 
Xenophon’s work, very little space is devoted to the master’s 
theoretical speculation, and attention focuses mainly on the 
ethical aspect. As a result, a picture is offered of a rather narrow- 
minded philosopher whose perspectives were somewhat 
limited, and who taught mundane and rather uninspired 
wisdom. It should also be pointed out, in this context, that 
Xenophon’s acquaintance with Socrates was brief and he had no 
significant relations either with Plato or with the closest 
followers of the latter. 

Similarly, a few observations found in Aristotle were believed 
in the past to be of special significance, but today the prevailing 


opinion has rejected this suggestion. There is now considerable 
recognition that Aristotle tended to re-interpret the ideas he put 
forward; furthermore, he was incontrovertibly reporting second- 
hand information, given that he was born quite a few years after 
the death of Socrates. 

The definition “minor Socratics” is used to refer to a group 
of disciples who continued the master’s teachings, but followed 
different routes from the lines of investigation adopted by Plato. 
They do not represent a rich source of information, partly 
because we know very little about them (their works are lost) 
and we have no more than scanty fragments. However, the 
latter suffice to infer that they pursued partial and limited 
aspects of Socratic thought. 

An image of Socrates that is most certainly distorted, yet is 
nevertheless interesting, has also been handed down to us by 
his contemporary Aristophanes. In the comedy Clouds 
(performed in 423, when Socrates was at the height of his 
activity), the comedy-writer included in his play a figure of 
Socrates that summarises a multiplicity of characters: first and 
foremost the very worst image of the Sophists, but also of the 
naturalist philosophers and thinkers of a Pythagorean leaning, 
who were circulating in Athens. Socrates’ teaching is portrayed 
as bent on hoodwinking his listeners with clever use of words, in 
order to prevail in debates. Moreover, Socrates is portrayed as 
devoting a considerable amount of time to fairly crude 
speculations on topics concerning nature. Such a depiction is 
blatantly false and trivialised, and was evidently intended to 
represent the lack of understanding and hostility displayed by 
the average citizen to the thinkers of the time, who for a variety 
of reasons had an interest in querying and undermining 
traditional beliefs. Yet it has to be assumed that in order for the 
satire to be effective, there must have been an underlying grain 
of truth in this picture of his figure. 

In addition to the above described material, we have a few 
fragments of the biography of Socrates composed by 
Aristoxenus of Tarentum, who was born around 360 B.C. and 
was a disciple of Aristotle. We also have the complete 


biographical work written by Diogenes Laertius in the third 
century A.D. (in the work Lives of Philosophers). 

Thus while the sources are abundant in quantitative terms, 
they are fairly problematic from the qualitative point of view, for 
reasons that differ depending on which source is considered. 
Given the inescapable evidence that none of them can be taken 
as faithful and wholly reliable, the question of the real historical 
figure of Socrates has proved to be rife with intractable 
difficulties, and has become one of the most hotly debated 
questions in the history of ancient culture. The most reasonable 
position would seem to be that of taking into account the entire 
range of sources, while utilising them with careful critical 
assessment and, at the same time, keeping a watchful eye on 
Plato. This is particularly important in reference to what are 
believed to be Plato’s early dialogues, which can be presumed to 
stem from closer to the time when Socrates was still alive: if this 
is so, they are likely to have been less intensely overlain by the 
personality of Plato. 

In conclusion, while by virtue of these sources we may 
indeed feel we can catch a glimpse of the historical image of 
Socrates and recognise at least the main lines of his thought 
and his philosophical method, it should nevertheless be borne in 
mind that reconstructions inescapably have a margin of 
arbitrariness, as a result of scholars’ interpretation of the 
sources. 


2.1.4 The thought of Socrates 


Socrates’ assertion that the only thing he knew was that he 
knew nothing is one of the most celebrated statements in 
history. The expression appears in this form in Plato’s Apology of 
Socrates, but it is believed to contain one of the profound 
meanings of Socratic thought: namely, that the dignity of man 
arises above all from a willingness to engage in a constant 
search for the truth and to maintain an unfailingly critical 
approach to reality as well as to commonly accepted - and 


usually mistaken - opinions. At no time did Socrates regard his 
assertion of ignorance as the premise for a sceptical and 
relativistic approach to knowledge and thus to ethics, in the 
manner of the Sophists. On the contrary, his approach formed 
the basis for philosophical investigation aiming to discern the 
truth and acquire knowledge of that which is good. Unlike the 
Sophists, Socrates did not consider philosophy purely as a 
technique to be utilised in pursuit of a practical end. Rather, his 
statements embodied the claim that the truth exists and 
philosophy must engage in pursuit of the truth and lead 
mankind to acquire knowledge thereof. 

His aim was, at one and the same time, both cognitive and 
moral. One of the cardinal elements of Socratic thought is the 
interdependence between knowledge and ethics. This implies 
that those who have knowledge of the truth, that is to say, of 
that which is good, cannot fail to be induced to act in 
accordance with the latter; accordingly, those who commit evil 
acts do not do so voluntarily but only because they have no 
knowledge of that which is good. This can be regarded as ethical 
intellectualism, in the sense that those who have knowledge of 
the good act in accordance with that which is good: no-one 
embarks on evil actions knowing that they are committing evil 
acts. The fundamental problem thus resides in knowledge of 
that which is good: the acquisition of virtue is a path of training 
and education that leads away from ignorance and towards 
knowledge of the absolute good, thereby resulting in actions 
performed in conformity with that which is good. 

The good coincides with that which makes us truly happy; 
therefore, knowledge of the good means doing that which is 
good, because this makes us happy. In Socratic thought one can 
discern a form of utilitarianism based on the principle that - for 
mankind - utility is happiness, and the latter coincides with that 
which is good. Once mankind has acquired knowledge of what is 
good and what is evil, a person will necessarily do the former of 
the two alternatives, which leads to happiness, and will avoid the 
second, which causes harm and unhappiness. While the 
Sophists were inclined towards a pragmatism that tended to be 


unrelated to general ethical principles, i.e. they were inclined to 
engage in action without setting themselves the problem of 
whether the end pursued was good or otherwise, Socratic 
thought was based on a strong ethical perspective of general 
value. Socrates could not countenance the view that philosophy 
should pursue crass and immediate utilitarianism: rather, it 
must aim towards a higher utility that is common to all men. 
Therefore, far from expounding a dichotomy between the 
exercise of thought and practical life, Socratic thought presents 
a close connection between these two aspects: therefore it is 
right and useful for individual life to be founded on the ethical 
principles of knowledge of the truth and of that which is good. 
The tool of permanent research is dialectical thought, which 
aims to prompt the acquisition of knowledge by means of 
critical Comparative assessment and by well-argued discussion. 
This was the dialectical methodology that was enacted through 
dialogue, which was the technique Socrates liked to use in order 
to entertain his fellow citizens on an amazingly wide and 
disparate range of topics. He awarded great importance to the 
concept of putting opinions to the test, assessing them in fast- 
moving discussion sessions, comparing and contrasting them 
with other viewpoints. This was a procedure that both expressed 
and manifested the very development of thought itself, 
highlighting the gradual progression along a path which, step 
by step, performed the task of dislodging a false opinion and 
bringing the truth to light. Here too the philosopher distanced 
himself from the Sophists, pointing out that the spectacular 
declamations they delivered before vast audiences as well as 
their well-paid teaching activity stood in stark contrast with his 
own disinterested search for truth; moreover, Socrates made it 
clear that his quest by no means disdains the personal and 
private dimension of individual dialogue. What he underlines is 
that his approach is disinterested in the sense that it is far- 
removed from any professional connotation and from any 
search for pecuniary gain: the search for truth permeates an 
individual’s entire existence, even one’s thoughts and most 
trivial everyday actions. On the other hand, it is equally true that 


such a quest must produce that which is of greatest interest, 
namely knowledge of the good and production of that which is 
useful for man, namely happiness. 

Socrates’ manner of proceeding by means of direct verbal 
interaction was and is famous, with its technique of posing 
questions and eliciting queries, asking rather than answering, 
unmasking an uncritically and lazily accepted but mistaken 
Opinion, tirelessly taking delight in punctilious and tenacious 
investigation and in the exercise of a critical spirit. No systematic 
expounding of a doctrine is enshrined in the stable and defined 
form of a treatise: instead, short stretches of dialogue are 
addressed directly to one or more specific addressees, designed 
to elicit the hidden truth that lies buried in the meanders of 
thought and memory. Even Socrates himself drew a comparison 
between his method and the work of the midwife or “maieu- 
tics”: the philosopher's task is not so much that of revealing the 
truth as, rather, of helping the people he meets to bring it into 
their sphere of conscious awareness. 

The Socratic dialectical method can be seen at work in 
Plato's dialogues: once again, therefore, there is a need for 
caution and conscious awareness of the presence of this 
significant intermediary. Generally, it is Socrates who initiates 
the dialectical exchange by asking his addressee to express an 
Opinion on a given problem and inviting him to produce 
reasoned arguments on the topic. By making extremely clever 
use of irony, in a manner that has become proverbial, Socrates 
praises his interlocutor for his ideas, thereby inducing the latter 
to reveal his attitude and make statements that commit him to a 
specific position and go beyond his original intentions: in so 
doing, the addressee ends up by falling into blatant 
contradictions. It then becomes possible for Socrates to 
highlight the weaknesses in his opponent’s arguments and 
confute the opinion of the latter on the plane of logic, 
dismantling the weak arguments piece by piece with insistent 
questions that constrain the addressee to acknowledge the 
unfoundedness of what he had asserted earlier with great 
conviction. Socrates then attempts to formulate an answer to 


the problem in such a manner that it will be persuasive for his 
interlocutor as well and, accordingly, will have general value. 
The question is thus shifted from the plane of subjective 
opinions to that of universal concepts and objective principles: 
this is the point where it becomes necessary to gain insight with 
regard to the ti €ott, the “what is it” of things, rejecting 
definitions based on special examples in order to direct 
attention to the general essence of all things. 

The existence of objective principles having universal value 
stands in sharp contrast to the relativism of knowledge 
espoused by the Sophists. Socrates believed it was crucially 
important to assert that the objective and universal principles, 
the truth, should be unceasingly pursued: man had an 
imperative moral duty not to sit back or reject the exercise of 
thought, since even the very exercise of research had a value of 
its own inasmuch as it allowed the individual to gain intellectual 
maturity and ethical depth. So intense was the philosopher's 
interest in research that at times one gets the impression that 
the quest for the truth took priority over its actual possession, 
almost as if recognition of one’s own ignorance (knowing that 
one knows nothing) were seen as an intellectually and morally 
necessary prerequisite for a positive attitude, as a commitment 
that will reject passive acceptance and can thus lead to pursuit 
of the truth and the good. 


2.2 The Socratic schools 
2.2.1 The “minor Socratics” 


Socrates did not have a genuine formalised school, but he had a 
large following of disciples, whose lives extended between the 
fifth and the fourth century B.C. Among these, the most 
important and the best-known, by virtue of the written works 
that have come down to us, is naturally Plato, to whom we will 
devote a specific chapter later (cf. The Classical Age XIII 2). In 
contrast, only scanty fragments have survived from the works of 


various other figures of thinkers, who were inspired - at least 
partially - by the Socratic teachings and for whom the definition 
of “minor Socratics” is used (where “minor” stands in contrast, 
naturally, to Plato). The method adopted by Socrates in order to 
practise and teach his philosophy called for the participation of 
various different speakers, who would engage in discussion 
sessions and share reflections with him. This gradually led to the 
formation of a fairly large circle of disciples comprising a 
considerable range of different personalities, who did not all 
share the same developmental route. This explains why 
reference is often made to his extensive influence on numerous 
and diverse aspects of cultural life. After the master’s death, 
interest in Socratic thought by no means disappeared: on the 
contrary, it continued to be a topic of discussion between those 
who agreed with the charges that had led to his condemnation 
and those who remained faithful to him and defended his 
memory. 

The sometimes quite substantial differences among these 
personalities and the schools they set up can be explained, 
basically, by reflecting on the very nature of Socratic 
philosophising. As mentioned earlier, one of its fundamental 
aspects consisted in asking a series of questions and focusing 
on various problems, becoming aware of one’s own lack of 
knowledge, unmasking mistaken assumptions and prejudice 
that had previously been accepted when bypassing the 
laborious task of searching for the truth. Thus in addition to a 
method, in Socratic thought there was also a specific spirit of 
doing philosophy. One might almost call it the pleasure of 
thinking, the delight of investigating, a passion for exercising a 
critical spirit: in short, a form of teaching that could leave the 
way open to a variety of different solutions. 

The thought of many of Socrates’ disciples blossomed into a 
series of “schools” that were set up and remained active for a 
considerable length of time, in some cases up to as late as the 
early third century B.C. It is helpful, here, to take them into 
consideration unitarily, although this implies “trespassing” into 
the culture of the fourth century and the following century as 


well. Accordingly, allowing for a certain simplification and with 
due respect for the differences in orientation and periods of the 
figures and works considered, in the Socratic schools it was the 
individual that was foregrounded as the focus of interest. 
Furthermore, such schools displayed a tendency to place greater 
emphasis on the private sphere and a propensity to move away 
from commitment or cognitive certainties, as well as a 
fundamental lack of any search for a doctrine common to all 
men such as could become embedded in the heart of society 
and in political-institutional life. 

Before examining the individual Socratic schools in closer 
detail, it is worth mentioning a disciple of the philosopher, 
Aeschines from the Attic deme of Sphettus, whom Plato lists as 
being among those who witnessed the trial and death of 
Socrates. He is credited with the composition of a number of 
Socratic dialogues, of which we have the titles and a few 
fragments, but he is not quoted either in connection with any 
particular doctrine or for having created a school. 


2.2.2 Antisthenes, Diogenes and the Cynic school 


The Cynic school bears a clear relation to Socratic teaching, 
placing marked emphasis on the primacy of practical over 
speculative life. As we will see further on, the need to place 
ethics at the forefront of attention would eventually become the 
central focus of philosophical reflection during the Hellenistic 
Age. The element which, via Cynicism, established a link 
between Socrates and certain developments of Hellenistic 
thought was already perceived by the ancient scholars. 
According to the tradition (represented by the “historian of 
philosophy” Diogenes Laertius, who lived in the third century 
A.D., and by the Suda lexicon), Antisthenes of Athens, a pupil of 
Socrates, should be identified as the founder of the school of 
Cynicism and the name “Cynicism” should be regarded as 
driving from the gymnasium of Cynosarges, i.e. from the name 
of the location where Antisthenes engaged in his teaching 


activities (but this is an unlikely etymology, see below). The 
erudite Alexandrian tradition reconstructed these relations of 
philosophical “filiation” as follows: Antisthenes had a pupil 
whose name was Diogenes of Sinope and who, in his turn, 
became the teacher of Crates of Thebes, whose disciple Zeno of 
Citium founded the Stoic school. Formulated in this manner, the 
line of descent established, as it were, a form of genealogical 
link between Socratic thought and Stoicism, namely the 
Hellenistic philosophy that most strongly upheld the role of 
ethics and the pursuit of moral virtue. 

Antisthenes is one of the major personalities among the 
“minor Socratics.” He was born in Athens around 445, dying in 
about 365. He was definitely a pupil of Socrates, whereas the 
claim that he was previously a disciple of Gorgias is open to 
doubt. Antisthenes stands in contrast to Plato on a number of 
points: he refused to endorse any particular political theory, 
preferring to choose an orientation of thought focused on the 
individual and the private sphere; he would not admit that it was 
possible to conceive of universal forms, but rather only of single 
and particular entities (“I see a horse, but I do not see 
horseness”). Apart from two short declamations (Ajax and 
Odysseus), of uncertain authenticity, only fragments remain of 
his numerous works (an extensive and well-structured catalogue 
is preserved in the writings of Diogenes Laertius). It would 
appear that among other issues, he argued polemically against 
the Platonic doctrine of ideas and, on the ethical plane, he 
theorised dominion over one’s self (€ykpateta, enkrateia) and 
self-sufficiency (aUtdpketa, autarkeia) as sources of individual 
happiness. There remain traces of philosophical interpretation 
both of Homer and of the mythic tradition (in particular, on 
Heracles). 

The extant data do not seem to suggest that Antisthenes 
was the real initiator of the Cynic movement, even though his 
thought and lifestyle contain some features that would be taken 
up again by Diogenes of Sinope and the followers of the latter, 
such as Antisthenes’ concept of the autarky of a wise man, taken 
to imply freedom and independence from the rules and 


conventions of living together in society. Cynicism, in the form 
displayed by Antisthenes, also placed marked emphasis on 
individualism as well as his choice of a lifestyle that placed 
emphasis on the private dimension, on the margins of the civic 
community. We do not know whether there were ever any 
personal relations between Antisthenes and Diogenes, but it is 
indisputably the latter who appears as the most significant 
figure in the rise and growing influence of the Cynic movement. 

Diogenes, who came from Sinope on the Black Sea, lived 
between 410 and 323 B.C, and spent periods of his life in several 
Greek cities, including Athens, which is specifically mentioned in 
connection with his name. Among his works (of which we have a 
catalogue in Diogenes Laertius), reference is also made to some 
tragedies. In Diogenes of Sinope, Antisthenes’ individualism is 
taken to extremes: the characteristic figure of Diogenes of 
Sinope emerging from the biographical tradition is that of a 
polemical anti-conformist who, with his paradoxical and 
transgressive attitudes, uttered provocative statements and 
challenged consciences on questions pertaining to the rules 
governing life within a social environment. 

The adjective kuvikoc (kynikos), which defines Diogenes’ 
orientation and attitude, derives from KUwv (kyén), in the 
genitive case kuvoc (kynos), “dog.” This descriptive attribute was 
used to portray his antisocial attitudes and unkempt appearance 
and lifestyle, which Diogenes put into practice in his own 
existence, based on the rigid principles he had set himself, 
namely, of living in accordance with nature and rejecting all 
conventions and common needs. It is quite likely that when the 
term was used with reference to Diogenes and his followers, it 
had a pejorative connotation, traces of which have remained in 
the modern languages. Dressed only in a simple cloak, equipped 
with a stick and a bag slung loosely over his shoulder, he led a 
tramp’s life and his only home was a barrel; when he spoke, he 
uttered only pungent and cutting phrases, lewd gags, or 
cunning apophthegms: not even the most powerful and highly 
respected personages were exempted from being on the 
receiving end of his stream of abuse and expletives, as he 


refused to acknowledge their authority. A celebrated anecdote, 
in this context, concerns his meeting with Alexander the Great: 
when the Macedonian conqueror invited him to put forward a 
request for anything he wished to have, Diogenes merely asked 
be allowed to let him have sunlight, because Alexander was 
casting a shadow in the sun. The topical and almost caricature- 
like nature of this image is a sign of its literary nature; it had 
most likely arisen within an anecdotal tradition that started out 
from genuine biographical data but gradually evolved into the 
depiction of a curious and paradoxical figure. Over time, a 
copious tradition of anecdotes and sententious sayings 
clustered around his name, though the extent to which they 
corresponded to reality remains open to doubt. It should 
however be borne in mind, as in the case cited above, that the 
aim of the anecdote was not so much to report a genuine fact 
as, rather, to provide a vivid and memorable summary of an idea 
and an attitude. 

In actual fact, although Diogenes’ chosen lifestyle 
undeniably lent itself to deformations, it was governed by 
precise and severe philosophical principles. His polemical stance 
against social norms drew its origin from the austere view that a 
sage, who follows the path of wisdom, must overcome any 
sense of need and achieve complete autarkeia or self-sufficiency, 
remaining unmoved by any external events. This self-sufficient 
detachment from one’s surroundings can be acquired only by 
following a gruelling and rigorous path that provides training 
(Goxnotc, askésis) in coping with troubles or physical and 
spiritual suffering and enables man to eradicate the desire for 
pleasures and reduce needs to a minimum. Diogenes’ 
proverbial search for the essence of mankind (vividly 
represented by the anecdote that portrays him wandering 
around in full daylight holding a lighted torch in his hand) 
represents a search for the human being in the fundamental 
essence of its meaning, unconstrained by everything life in 
society has superimposed on man and free from any restrictive 
conditioning. 

The teachings and lifestyle of Diogenes formed the 


background for several interesting figures of philosophers who 
lived within the period spanning the end of the Classical Age 
and the beginning of the Hellenistic Age. Similarly to the tales 
surrounding the life of Diogenes, a rich anecdotal tradition 
flourished in connection with the events of their lives. 

Of these figures, it is worth mentioning Crates of Thebes, 
whose conversion to Diogenian Cynicism prompted him to 
distribute among his fellow citizens the money he had obtained 
from the sale of all his worldly possessions (according to a 
different tradition, he threw the money into the sea). He 
composed tragedies and some works of a satirical nature with a 
philosophical background, which can be compared to the 
omtousoyéAoLov (spoudogeloion) genre, i.e. to works that are 
half-serious but also partly facetious. This was a genre whose 
most distant roots can be traced back to the aggressive 
compositions written in the pungent and sarcastic manner of 
iambic poetry; it also has points of contact with the burlesque 
compositions of comedy, while the “Socratic dialogues” (Adyot 
~WkPATLKOL) should be considered as its most immediate 
referent in philosophical circles. Cynicism gave rise to several 
different forms of this literature, which was felt to be particularly 
well adapted to the polemical, provocative and anti-conformist 
tone of the Cynical philosopher, and highly effective as a means 
of expressing his rejection of social conventions. 

This genre of semi-serious and satirical literature can also be 
compared to what was known as the philosophical diatribe 
which, according to the tradition, was inaugurated by the Cynic 
Bion of Borysthenes, on the Black Sea (roughly 335-245 B.C.). 
The diatribe would begin with a lecture presenting a 
philosophical concept, generally concerning some aspect of 
social customs, which were described by means of anecdotes, 
famous adages, or dialogues between fictitious characters, in an 
amusing and sparkling style. 

Among the diatribes that became particularly famous in 
antiquity, those of Menippus of Gadara in Syria, who lived in the 
third century B.C., achieved enormous fame. Menippus 
composed a great number of short satirical works, gathered 


together in 13 books; set in fantasy and imaginary environments 
(the Underworld, the sky, make-believe scenes of daily life) they 
formed the context of his biting satire against the prevailing 
habits. A rather interesting aspect of Menippus’ compositions 
concerns their form, characterised by a curious and original 
blend of prose and verse parts. This technique would 
subsequently be imitated by Latin writers (the Saturae 
Menippeae by Varro, the Satyricon by Petronius and the 
Apokolokyntosis by Seneca). Later, in the second century A.D., it 
was taken up again by Lucian of Samosata, the author of 
satirical pamphlets that were based on a background of 
philosophical-moral themes; in a few of the pamphlets 
Menippus himself is introduced as a character. But above and 
beyond the imitations of Menippus’ work, there can be little 
doubt as to the substantial influence of the Cynical diatribe on 
the formation of the Latin satirical genre. 


2.2.3 Aristippus of Cyrene and the Cyrenaic school 


Born in Cyrene, a Greek colony on the Libyan coast, Aristippus’ 
life extended between the fifth and the fourth century. He made 
the acquaintance of Socrates in Athens and, after the master’s 
death, he founded a philosophical school in his native city of 
Cyrene; accordingly, his school is known as the “Cyrenaic” 
school. He too awarded priority to practical life, reserving a 
secondary role for theoretical reflection; insofar as the latter 
sphere was concerned, matters concerning ethics played a 
major role in his philosophical thought: in his perspective, the 
end all beings seek to achieve is pleasure, which should be 
pursued with moderation and with capacity to exercise self- 
control. True, stable pleasure is that which man dominates, not 
that which enslaves him. At times, however, his pupils tended to 
slide towards a less elevated conception of pleasure - one that 
was strongly affected by the senses. It needs to be underlined 
that among Socratic schools there was also a strand of research 
that did not disregard the gnoseological aspects of philosophy. 


While Antisthenes and the Cyrenaics put forward a theory of 
knowledge that rejected the existence of universal and 
metaphysical forms, the Megarian school - described below - 
stood in contrast to the approach adopted by Antisthenes and 
the Cyrenaics, and even revived Eleatic themes (cf. The Archaic 
Age IV 3.4), arguing in favour of a single and absolute reality. 


2.2.4 Euclides of Megara and the Megarian school 


Euclides of Megara, who lived between the fifth and the fourth 
century, is said to have been one of Socrates’ staunchest 
disciples: according to the tradition, Euclides travelled every day 
from his home town to Athens in order to listen to his master, in 
defiance of the veto imposed during the Peloponnesian War. In 
the theoretical sphere, he asserted that the one and only and 
eternal being postulated by Parmenides was identical with the 
concept of the good as expounded by Socrates; moreover, he 
believed that there existed only one good, which was absolute 
and of divine nature. On the basis of this principle, and uniting 
further Eleatic aspects with Socratism, he aimed to build a 
doctrine that would incorporate both ontological and ethical 
aspects, and would be built on the principle of the absolute 
Good, which is also the One. 

The Megarian school became famous for the subtleties of its 
logical arguments, which typically dealt with abstruse and 
recondite themes. In this context, one should not fail to mention 
Euclides’ pupil Eubulides, who lived in the fourth century and 
became famous for formulating several paradoxical arguments, 
on the model of the celebrated paradoxes of Zeno of Elea (cf. 
The Archaic Age IV 3.4.2.) and who also displayed Sophistic 
influence. Other later exponents of the Megarian school 
included Diodorus Cronus (second half of the fourth century) 
and Stilpon (fourth to third century). 


V Attic Drama in the Age of Radical 


Democracy 


1 Sophocles 


1.1 Appreciation by the public 


The ancient evidence suggests that of the three great tragic 
poets of the fifth century, Sophocles was the one with the most 
abundant output of plays and also the playwright most greatly 
appreciated by the Athenian public. He is credited with over 120 
plays (130, of which 17 are spurious, in the judgement of the 
Alexandrian grammarian Aristophanes of Byzantium; 123 in the 
assessment of the Suda lexicon) and, according to an ancient 
inscription (JG II2 2325), his tetralogies were awarded the first 
prize in the tragic competitions 18 times. Other sources quote 
an even higher frequency (20 victories according to a Hellenistic 
Life, 24 according to the Suda lexicon), and on no occasion was 
he ever ranked as low as third place. His debut, in 468 B.C., with 
the tetralogy to which the tragedy Triptolemus belonged, was so 
successful that he achieved the amazing feat of defeating 
Aeschylus, who was older and far more famous than Sophocles 
himself. It appears that Sophocles composed most of his plays 
after 442, the year of the performance of the tragedy Antigone, 
which is still extant. 

The tradition attributes to Sophocles several important 
innovations in the field of drama. It appears that he was 
responsible for the idea of increasing the number of chorus 
members from 12 to 15, with the possibility of using two semi- 
choruses each led by a tlapaotadtne (parastatés). This meant that 
the chorus leader could at times set aside his traditional 
function and engage in interaction with the characters on the 
stage, thereby taking on a role similar to that of an actor and 
increasing the potential for structuring the dramatic 
composition. Sophocles is also said to have been the first to go 


back to the unconnected trilogy, thereby abandoning the 
constraint of linked subject-matter and structure that bound 
together the three tragedies performed in the same competition 
(the “connected trilogy”). This change allowed the author to 
enjoy greater freedom of expression of his own thought and 
also made it possible for an author to exploit his artistic skill 
more fully. However, it does not imply that continuity of content 
was totally abandoned: in some cases Sophocles maintained 
continuity for a pair of plays within a trilogy. Finally, it appears 
that Sophocles is to be credited with the introduction of the 
third actor or tritagonist: it was noted earlier that such a figure 
is called for in the performance of some of Aeschylus’ tragedies 
as well, although it cannot be ruled out that Aeschylus was 
actually updating his own technique in order to be in line with 
an innovation already introduced by his young rival. 


1.2 Life 


As in the case of Aeschylus, we have a range of sources on which 
we can draw for reconstruction of the elements forming part of 
his biography: again the Marmor Parium (cf. The Classical Age III 
2.2.2) and the Suda lexicon, as well as various types of evidence 
scattered in the works of a number of ancient authors. The 
major source, however, is a Life, which can probably be dated to 
the late Hellenistic Age; founded on the biographic-erudite 
tradition of the Aristotelian philosophical school and of 
Alexandrian philology, this Life is transmitted by some medieval 
manuscripts of the tragedies. 

Sophocles was born in 497/6 in the Attic deme of Colonus, in 
a well-off family. During his early years he received the 
education that was traditionally reserved to noble and wealthy 
families, with a curriculum based on gymnastic and musical 
education. It seemed that he was likely to pursue a career as an 
actor, but he was compelled to abandon such a project as his 
voice was too weak. The sources mention that he was chosen to 
lead the solemn paean that celebrated the victory of Salamis in 
480 B.C., an event and a date that connect his biography with 


those of the other two great tragedians, as we noted for 
Aeschylus (The Classical Age III 2.2.2). This needs to be treated 
with caution, however, since the synchronism claiming that 
Aeschylus took part in the battle, that the seventeen-year-old 
Sophocles led the paean celebrating the military success and 
that Euripides was born on the very day of the naval battle, may 
have been constructed in retrospect. Later, according to various 
sources, Sophocles had numerous opportunities to take part in 
Athenian public life, playing a prominent role on many 
occasions. His renown was certainly linked to the fame he 
acquired by his victorious debut in the 468 B.C. drama 
competitions, when he defeated the now elderly Aeschylus. 
Thereafter, his success in the theatre appears to have gone 
hand in hand with increasing responsibilities in terms of holding 
public office. He must have been an extremely authoritative 
figure if he was able to count among his friends a number of 
political figures and men of culture such as Pericles and the 
historian Herodotus (he listened to readings of the work of 
Herodotus and was extremely struck by the contents). 

During the years when Athens was gaining hegemonic 
power in Greece and the Aegean, Sophocles thus found himself 
holding important political posts. In 443/2 he took part in the 
college of the he/lénotamiai (the treasurers of the Delian 
League). At least twice, he was appointed to the post of 
stratégos, first with Pericles, at the time of the revolt of Samos in 
441/0 (according to the tradition he obtained the post as a result 
of his victory in the tragic contest the previous year, with the 
Antigone trilogy), and subsequently, together with Nicias, during 
the Peloponnesian War (the year is uncertain). It is conceivable 
that Sophocles the tragedian may be one and the same as the 
Sophocles who formed part of the college of probouloi which, 
after the Athenian defeat of 413 in Sicily, was entrusted with the 
task of drawing up a constitution of an oligarchic type. 
Additional ancient information speaks of religious duties he was 
called upon to fulfil by virtue of his renown: we know he 
performed priestly duties for a minor divinity and that in 420 
B.C. he was required to host in his own home the statue of 


Asclepius brought from Epidaurus, until such a time as the 
divinity could be placed in the sanctuary reserved for it in 
Athens. 

The ancient sources depict him as a man with a pleasant and 
open character. He had two sons, Iophon and Ariston; the latter 
also gave him a grandson named Sophocles; Iophon and 
Sophocles the Younger were also tragic poets. Sophocles (the 
elder) died at an advanced age, between the end of 406 and the 
beginning of 405 B.C., not long after his rival Euripides, who was 
younger than him. The comedy writer Aristophanes imagines 
Sophocles in Hades in the finale of the comedy Frogs, which was 
performed at the Lenaea (January - February) of 405; the comic 
writer Phrynichus commemorated Sophocles in the play Muses, 
which was performed in the same competition as Frogs, paying 
him a tribute with the following words (fr. 32 Kassel-Austin): 


Sophocles was a man blessed. He lived a long life, and died 
a happy and accomplished man. He came to a fine end, 
after writing many fine tragedies, never suffering anything 
bad. 


As often happens with regard to famous people, the tradition 
has handed down to us a series of anecdotes on the 
circumstances of his death, such as the tale according to which 
Sophocles died of suffocation caused by a grape pip. His last 
tragedy, Oedipus at Colonus, which is set in the deme where he 
was born, was performed posthumously. 


1.3 The works 


Similarly to the case of Aeschylus, only seven of Sophocles’ 
tragedies are extant: this amounts to little more than 5% of the 
roughly 120 works the ancients attributed to him. We also have 
a large number of fragments, transmitted mainly by citations in 
more recent authors, and a lengthy remnant of a papyrus of the 
satyr drama The Searchers or Tracking Satyrs (roughly three- 
quarters of the entire text). Additionally, we have knowledge, 


albeit only fragmentary, of a paean dedicated to Asclepius and 
an elegy (datable to 442) that Sophocles addressed to his 
contemporary and friend Herodotus. 

As far as concerns the relative and absolute chronology of 
the tragedies that have come down to us, we have only two 
definite reference points: the date of Philoctetes, which was 
performed in 409, and the information that Oedipus at Colonus 
was performed posthumously by the writer’s grandson of the 
same name, i.e. Sophocles (in 401 or, according to some 
historians, as early as 405). On the basis of the above line of 
reasoning, it can be hypothesised that the play in question was 
composed by the poet at a date fairly close to his death (406/5). 
Antigone was probably performed in 442, if it is true that the 
success obtained with this tragedy earned the poet the 
designation of stratégos for 441/0. For the other tragedies the 
chronology is based only on hints, and is therefore uncertain 
and controversial. On the basis of the stylistic, content-related 
and structural aspects, Ajax is considered to be the most ancient 
Sophoclean tragedy among those known, and is dated to a few 
years prior to the performance of Antigone, between 456 and 
446. For similar reasons, The Women of Trachis is dated to a few 
years after Antigone, subsequent to the staging of Euripides’ 
Alcestis (438 B.C.). Oedipus Tyrannus is thought by some scholars 
to have first been performed between 439 and 425, though 
others date it to 411. Among the later plays, Electra may 
conceivably belong to a period close to the date of performance 
of Philoctetes, but the year 420 has also been suggested by other 
analysts. With due consideration of all the uncertainties, the 
sequence may have been as follows: Ajax, Antigone, The Women 
of Trachis, Oedipus Tyrannus, Electra (or: Electra, Oedipus 
Tyrannus), Philoctetes, Oedipus at Colonus. In the following 
section, we have opted to present the Sophoclean tragedies 
according to a thematic grouping, as a function of their 
relevance to the Trojan Cycle, the Theban Cycle, the saga of 
Heracles and that of the Atreids. On the other hand, within each 
group we follow the presumed chronological order of 
composition of the plays, with the aim of highlighting the 


development of Sophoclean poetics. 

Among the numerous lost tragedies, of which only 
fragments and ancient testimonies have survived, it is worth 
mentioning at least the plays involving the myth of Telephus 
(The Sons of Aleus, The Mysians, Telephus: the latter may have 
been a satyr play) which probably formed part of a connected 
trilogy. 


1.4 The tragedies inspired by the Trojan Cycle: Ajax and 
Philoctetes 


The mythic cycle that concerned the Trojan war constituted an 
extremely rich and highly important thematic repertoire for the 
authors of ancient tragedy, as had likewise been the case, 
previously, for the epic and lyric poets. We noted that this 
subject-matter gathered together a great panoply of events, 
characters and episodes focusing on the war, and that its 
prolonged narrative thread had links connecting it to - or was 
intertwined with - other mythic sagas. Among the surviving 
ancient plays, several draw inspiration from episodes of the 
Trojan Cycle, namely the tragedies Ajax and Philoctetes by 
Sophocles and five tragedies by Euripides: Iphigenia at Aulis, 
Trojan Women, Hecuba, Helen and Andromache. 

Let us briefly call to mind the storyline that unfolds in the 
mythic narration. 


The abduction of Helen by Paris, a Trojan, provokes the 
reaction of her husband Menelaus, who intends to declare 
war on Troy; with the help of his brother Agamemnon, he 
obtains the support of a great number of Achaean 
warriors. The army is summoned and marshalled at Aulis, 
on the coast of Boeotia, facing Euboea, but the ships 
cannot set sail on account of the stormy sea. By consulting 
the soothsayer Calchas, Agamemnon learns that the storm 
will not abate until he has propitiated the goddess Artemis 
with the sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia. The king gives 
his consent to the sacrifice but, at the behest of Artemis 
herself, when the moment of the immolation arrives 


Iphigenia disappears and a doe is sacrificed instead. The 
great waves grow quieter and the expedition can finally set 
off. During the journey to Troy, the mariners abandon the 
hero Philoctetes on the island of Lemnos, because of the 
unbearable stench emanating from a purulent foot wound 
that is afflicting him. Once they reach the Troad, the 
Achaeans lay siege to Troy, a siege which, among twists 
and turns of the events, lasts for ten years. The Achaean 
army risks being defeated when Achilles withdraws from 
the war, offended by the arrogance of Agamemnon who 
has seized his slave girl Briseis. Only after the death of his 
friend Patroclus, who falls in battle, and after solemn 
words by Agamemnon begging for pardon does Achilles 
agree to Set aside his anger: taking up his weapons again, 
he becomes engaged in a duel and kills Hector, the son of 
Priam, the major Trojan hero. When Achilles himself falls in 
battle, Ajax Telamonius expects to be awarded Achilles’ 
weapons as he is now the most heroic and valiant fighter 
of the Achaean army, but the weapons are assigned to 
Odysseus (an episode known as “the judgement of the 
arms”). Ajax is beside himself with rage; then, after 
calming down somewhat, he kills himself out of shame 
over the action he committed after he had fallen prey to a 
great rage. An oracle reveals that victory in the war is 
dependent on the bow Heracles had given as a present to 
Philoctetes: at this point Odysseus, accompanied by 
Neoptolemus the son of Achilles (or, according to the epic 
tradition, by Diomedes), sets out for the island of Lemnos 
in search of the hero, and succeeds, by means of trickery, 
in gaining possession of his bow. At the end of the war, the 
Trojan women (including Hecuba, the wife of Priam, and 
Andromache, the wife of Hector) are seized as slaves by 
the Achaeans. 


Although the tragedies Ajax (Aiac) and Philoctetes (PiAoKtrtNs) 
were composed at a distance of several decades from one 
another, they can nevertheless be considered together on 
account of their common mythic references and also of the 
focus on the unfortunate destiny of a lonely hero that 
characterises both plays. We will present additional observations 


later with regard to Sophocles’ predilection for the idea of 
basing the unity of his plays on the existential life-story of great 
individual figures, in scenes fraught with impending tragedy and 
laden with pathos. 


The tragedy Ajax depicts the fatal destiny of the son of 
Telamon, who has been blinded by disappointment and 
hatred because he has not been granted Achilles’ 
weapons, as they have instead been awarded to Odysseus. 
Athena, determined to punish the hero’s overweening and 
arrogant show of strength, has made him go mad: he 
becomes convinced he has avenged the offence by means 
of a massacre of Achaeans, but in actual fact he has 
wreaked his anger on the cattle in the Greek encampment, 
slaughtering animals instead of men. The goddess shows 
Odysseus that Ajax has fallen into a most pitiful state: after 
starting off by gloating over his revenge, only to regain 
insight, little by little, into the sequence of events, Ajax has 
now gradually restored his mental clarity and has become 
aware that madness had distorted his awareness of the 
true state of affairs. At this point, overcome by a sense of 
shame, the hero conceives the idea of suicide. After talking 
to the sailors of Salamis, who make up the chorus of the 
play, and also to his faithful partner, the girl Tecmessa, 
deceiving them with untruthful reassurances concerning 
his intentions, Ajax leaves the scene and goes off to kill 
himself, throwing himself onto the sword that is set in the 
ground. In the second part of the play, Tecmessa and also 
Teucer, Ajax’s stepbrother, would like to give their loved 
one a proper burial, but they find themselves faced with an 
unyielding prohibition by Agamemnon and Menelaus. It is 
none other than Odysseus himself who intervenes, 
thereby enabling the unfortunate hero to be finally given a 
proper burial. 


Philoctetes depicts the mission of Odysseus and 
Neoptolemus on the island of Lemnos, where they have 
arrived with the aim of trying to take the mistreated and 
wounded hero to Troy, because the outcome of the war 
depends crucially on the bow that is in his possession. 


After ten years of solitary life on the island, Philoctetes is 
full of resentment towards his companions and above all 
towards Odysseus: he therefore has absolutely no 
intention of going to Troy to come to the help of those 
who abandoned him. However, Neoptolemus untruthfully 
claims to have abandoned the war and tells Philoctetes he 
wants them to go back together to his homeland. 
Philoctetes believes these words and, upon Neoptolemus’s 
request, he hands over the bow to him. But at this point 
Neoptolemus no longer feels, in all conscience, that he can 
rightfully maintain the deceit any longer, and he reveals to 
Philoctetes what the real aim of their mission is, thereby 
prompting an extremely indignant reaction by the hero. 
Despite fierce and aggressive opposition by Odysseus, 
who would have liked to maintain the deceitful story 
against the hapless victim, Neoptolemus returns the bow 
to Philoctetes. At this point, it seems that no line of 
argument can persuade him to set out for Troy: only the 
intervention of Heracles, who promises Philoctetes a 
complete recovery from his wound and military glory if he 
agrees to go to Troy, persuades him to change his mind 
and abandon his obstinate refusal. 


The two plays have in common the solitary centrality of the 
hero, who endures an adverse destiny with courageous 
coherence and dignity of mind. In both tragedies, this heroic 
solitude, full of pathos, is given striking expression ina 
figurative way: for Ajax, it is manifested as madness, which 
alienates the individual from the “normality” of human 
interaction; for Philoctetes it takes the form of sickness and his 
relegation, at first forcible and then voluntary, on a lonely island, 
which is the symbolic transposition of isolation and existential 
segregation. The otherness and exclusion of the tragic hero is 
also reflected in the fact that he is affected by an infirmity (which 
in the case of Ajax adversely affects the hero’s mind, while 
Philoctetes suffers physically). This physically disabling 
reduction of the hero’s ordinary human faculties, at the very 
moment of his greatest weakness and exposure to danger, is 
the fundamental aspect that generates the effect of tragic 


pathos. 

In Ajax the isolation of the protagonist hero is accentuated 
by the hostile attitude of the goddess Athena, who harshly ill- 
treats her victim and thereby reveals his humiliation to his 
greatest personal adversary, namely the very Odysseus who has 
received the weapons that previously belonged to Achilles and 
which Ajax intensely desired to be granted as a symbol of 
valour. Then Odysseus, touched by Ajax’s distress, is stirred to 
compassion and, after the hero’s death, he takes on the role of 
guarantor of Ajax’s proper burial. This presence of different but 
inter-related and disproportionate roles emphasises the 
interaction between, on the one hand, an omnipotent and 
merciless deity and, on the other, man living in the world, 
exposed with all his fragility to the divine omnipotence but also 
capable of a feeling of compassion for his fellow men. It is a 
contrast expressing one of the themes that were very dear to 
Sophocles: namely the unsolved problematic nature of the 
divine will, when it is manifested in the ills and evils that befall 
man like an inexplicable condemnation. Individuals thus appear 
as great personalities and great victims of an obscure destiny 
and of a higher will, the criteria of which escape our capacity of 
understanding. 

Similarly, in Philoctetes the protagonist takes on pathetic 
characteristics inasmuch as he is the unwitting victim of a 
dishonest trick enacted against him. He undergoes an adverse 
destiny in which the physical wound he suffered became 
unbearable for his community, which therefore abandoned him. 
In this case, however, Odysseus’ deceitful attitude, based purely 
on utility and doomed to intensify the pain and exacerbate 
Philoctetes’ hatred, is very effectively set in contrast to 
Neoptolemus’ realisation of the nature of the situation. When 
faced with Philoctetes’ dignified acceptance of his condition, 
Neoptolemus rejects the line of action based on deception and 
embarks on the difficult route of persuasion. Here the contrast 
is entirely human, and involves a person’s attitude towards his 
fellow men. The wounded hero defends the motives of his 
resentment and is determined not to leave; the decisive 


intervention of Heracles, who urges him to change his mind, is 
once again a signal of the conflictual relation between the 
human will and the inscrutable divine designs, between freedom 
and necessity. 

From the dramaturgical point of view, the more clearly 
archaic nature of Ajax emerges from the static nature of the 
structure, which is virtually devoid of action. The presentation of 
events is entrusted to the dialogue between Athena and 
Odysseus in the prologue, while the scene that unfolds on the 
stage is the tragic outcome of phases of the action that have 
already taken place off-stage: namely, Ajax’s realisation of the 
state of affairs, the crystallisation in his mind of the idea of 
suicide and his enactment of this decision. The second part of 
the tragedy, which begins after the death of Ajax, is marked by a 
new parodos of the chorus, in a fairly marked bipartite division 
that is also found in other Sophoclean plays. 

Philoctetes shows greater dynamism, though this is 
expressed not so much in actions performed on-stage as in the 
psychological evolution of the characters, in the dialectics of 
their contrasting positions and the relationship they establish 
with the protagonist. Neoptolemus’ encounter with a human 
situation of suffering and loneliness is the path that leads him to 
change his mind about his deceitful proposals and thus to 
forego the proposal of betraying Philoctetes’ dignity and 
aspiration to justice. Similarly, Philoctetes himself finally relents 
and puts his obstinate determination behind him, bowing to the 
intervention of Heracles and the higher will of the gods, while 
Odysseus maintains his cynical and utilitarian attitude. 


1.5 The tragedies inspired by the Theban Cycle 


The events related in the Theban Cycle provided the inspiration 
for three of the surviving Sophoclean tragedies; however, the 
plays were composed at different periods of time and thus 
belong to different tetralogies. The most ancient of the three 
works, Antigone (Avttyovn), was probably performed in 442 B.C.; 
its subject-matter focuses on the bitter clash between Antigone, 


the daughter of Oedipus, and Creon, Oedipus’ brother-in-law, 
who is the new king of Thebes. Their conflict stems from the 
question of the burial of Polynices, who dared to fight impiously 
against his own city. The other two tragedies deal with earlier 
segments of the saga, and address the question of the terrible 
fate of Oedipus, who discovers he is a parricide and that he is 
also guilty of incest and who, for this reason, condemns himself 
to a destiny in which he painfully makes amends for his 
wrongdoings. The tragedies in question are Oedipus Tyrannus 
(OiSittouc tupavwvoc), of uncertain dating (between 429 and 425: 
the pestilence represented in the first scene could be an allusion 
to the epidemic of the plague that broke out in Athens in 429, 
which caused the death of Pericles, but according to others it 
should be dated to 411), and Oedipus at Colonus (Oidittous ert 
KoAwva)), Sophocles’ last work, composed not long before his 
death and performed posthumously. 

Although the three works have in common the fact of 
belonging to the same traditional mythic cycle (for the contents, 
cf. The Classical Age III 2.2.5), in each of them distinct meanings 
and thematic tendencies can be perceived. This clearly 
demonstrates that the backdrop of the myth is freely utilised by 
the author in pursuit of his own intentions, and is reshaped in 
such a manner as to enable it to express his own thought- 
contents and the ideas he wishes to communicate in a given 
play. Thus Antigone, as we will see, is dominated by a tragic but 
indomitable spirit, designed to portray the contradiction which 
sets the fallacious criteria of the will of men against the eternal 
laws imposed by ethical rules, the latter being founded on 
divinity. In contrast, the two more recent tragedies, the 
“Oedipus tragedies,” are pervaded by a sense of doom and 
pessimism that envelops human existence and effectively leaves 
very little space for any kind of deliverance. 


1.5.1 Antigone 


The myth portrays the clash between Oedipus’ two sons, 


Eteocles and Polynices (which is the subject of Seven Against 
Thebes by Aeschylus): the conflict between the pair resulted in 
the death of both men and the definitive accession of Creon to 
the throne. The new king then issued an edict prohibiting the 
funeral of Polynices, who had led an army against his homeland 
and thereby committed a crime of impiety. 


Antigone depicts the heroic courage of Oedipus’ daughter, 
who defies Creon’s prohibition (“the laws of the city”) and 
goes to scatter dust on the corpse of her brother 
Polynices, thereby rendering him the tribute of a symbolic 
burial according to the religious rite. Antigone is then 
arrested and taken to be judged in the presence of Creon: 
here the young girl appeals to the moral law (“the 
unwritten rules”) that calls for the dead to be buried, but 
she is convicted and the sentence handed down states that 
she is to be buried alive in a cave. In vain does Antigone’s 
sister, Ismene, arrive on the scene, followed by her 
betrothed, Haemon - Creon’s own son - both of them 
begging Creon to show mercy. Only the old seer Tiresias 
who, pointing to the threat of divine punishment, 
dissuades the king from his decision. Creon then begins 
the procedure of burying Polynices and subsequently of 
freeing Antigone: but she has hanged herself and Haemon 
is by her body, beside himself with grief. At the sight of his 
father, Haemon has a violent reaction and kills himself. 
When Creon’'s wife, Eurydice, learns of her son's death, she 
departs in order to kill herself. 


A controversy concerning the burial of a hero whose reputation 
has been tarnished by a serious wrongdoing is also portrayed in 
the second part of Ajax. Here too, the inflexibility of the “powers- 
that-be” (Agamemnon and Menelaus) is set in contrast to 
personal feelings and affection and the dignity of the deceased, 
which eventually prevailed. Antigone addresses the same range 
of problems, but casts the situation in a more tragic light, and in 
a more intensely conflictual context. In the dialogue between 
Creon and Antigone, which takes up the central part of the 


tragedy, there emerges a clear contrast between two 
orientations: the man who forms part of the dominant 
“establishment” and follows the logic of the legal system 
established by human beings within the state is set in 
Opposition to the young heroine who, in the conflict between 
man’s own organisation versus the “unwritten and unfailing 
ordinances of the gods” (454-455: dypartta kdopaah Sewv 
voutua), unhesitatingly chooses the second option. There is an 
elevated ethical tension inherent in Antigone’s gesture, but this 
is neither shared nor even tentatively contemplated by her faint- 
hearted sister Ismene who, since the first moments of the 
prologue, has been a loving but ineffectual companion of the 
heroine. It is a tension that springs from the contrast between 
the law dictated by men and individual conscience, with the 
latter appealing to a higher source of law-making. Antigone is 
one of the great female figures of Sophocles, who has created a 
character with an extremely human synthesis of heroic moral 
coherence and desperate consternation when faced with the 
unjust verdict and the death sentence. 

The unwavering faithfulness to the ethical rule that 
ultimately leads Antigone to death displays its highest point of 
tragic pathos when attention focuses on the heroine’s young 
age: her premature end, undeserved and unexpected, deprives 
the young maiden irreparably and forever of the joys of life and 
of those that are specific to her age (806-816): 


Behold me, citizens of my native land, as I make my last 
journey, and look on the light of the sun for the last time, 
and never more; Hades who lulls all to sleep is taking me, 
still living, to the shore of Acheron, without the bridal that 
was my due, nor has any song been sung for me at my 
marriage, but I shall be the bride of Acheron. 


Antigone’s unwavering steadiness of behaviour stands in 
contrast with the arc of the line of action espoused by Creon. He 
adopts a harsh and unbending approach in proclaiming the 
edict that forbids the burial of Polynices and in inflicting the 


most drastic punishment on Antigone; moreover, he displays a 
similarly intransigent attitude when faced with the same 
supplication by his son Haemon, who cherishes tender love for 
the young girl. On the other hand, when Tiresias warns of 
terrible punitive consequences that would be meted out by the 
gods, Creon is quick to withdraw his decisions. But it is too late: 
the death of Antigone has already occurred, producing a chain 
of bereavements that afflict Creon in his innermost feelings and 
affections (his son and his wife), thereby throwing into sharp 
relief the tragic nature of his guilt and his solitude. 

Effectively, one of the underlying implications of the play 
concerns its condemnation of the sense of arrogant certainty 
and omnipotence that sometimes pervades the thoughts and 
actions of men, blurring their awareness of the ephemeral 
nature of their destiny and the insuperable limit imposed by the 
gods. This motif is highlighted and made explicit by a famous 
stasimon (332-383) in which the chorus passionately sings the 
praises of man’s intelligence and his creative ability, expressing 
its ambiguous implications by means of the adjective Sewwoc 
(“marvellous” and “terrible”): “Many things are formidable 
(Seva), and none more formidable (Setvotepov) than man!” 
With his intelligence, man has excogitated a way to sail across 
the seas and to till the land; his inventiveness (T=ptppadsnc 
avnp: “man the skilful”) has taught him how to hunt land- 
dwelling and marine animals and has placed at his service many 
household animals, horses and bulls; he has developed 
language, thought, the ability to defend himself against the 
pitfalls inherent in nature “all-resourceful (Tavtottopoc)”; “he 
meets nothing in the future without resource (dttopoc Ett’ 
oudév).” He cannot escape death; he can, however, find 
remedies to oppose illness. 

The eulogy in praise of man’s intelligence closes with an 
assessment on the ethical plane: this brilliant inventiveness, 
expressed by the never ceasing creation of constantly new and 
unexpected technical devices, is not exclusively and faultlessly 
positive, for it turns now towards evil, now towards the good. 
“When he applies the laws of the earth and the justice the gods 


have sworn to uphold he is high in the city (UWittoAtc); outcast 
from the city (GrtoAtc) is he with whom the ignoble consorts 
because of his recklessness.” The plea for the social morality of 
human progress should be viewed as a response to a concrete 
requirement of Athens at the time in question: the on-going 
intellectual developments and cultural transformations were a 
signal that traditional values and long-standing ethical criteria 
were likely to be challenged. These were highly unsettling 
prospects, which subsequently did indeed come about and were 
fully completed in the final decades of the fifth century, with the 
rise of ethical relativism advocated by the Sophists. 


1.5.2 Oedipus Tyrannus 


The tragedy opens with the image of Thebes ravaged by a 
severe pestilence, which is decimating the population. 


Oedipus, concerned about the situation affecting the city, 
has sent his brother-in-law Creon to consult the oracle of 
Delphi with regard to the kind of action that should be 
undertaken. The answer imposes the requirement to 
purify the city from the aftermath of the murder of the 
king Laius, Oedipus’ predecessor, who was killed in 
obscure circumstances. Oedipus turns to the blind 
soothsayer Tiresias, pleading for some clues as to the 
murderer, but the seer shrinks obstinately into silence and 
edgy reticence, thereby provoking the resentful and 
offended reaction of the king, who suspects there is more 
to it than meets the eye. Finally, no longer able to bear the 
offensive ideas directed against him, Tiresias reveals that 
Laius’ murderer was none other than Oedipus himself. The 
latter fiercely rejects such a charge, believing that a plot is 
being contrived against him. A veritable criminal 
investigation is set in motion, during which Oedipus 
gradually becomes aware, through various clues, of the 
real nature of the situation: he finds out that he is actually 
not the true son of the sovereigns of Corinth and that the 
man he killed one day in the past, on the road to Delphi, 


was none other than his father Laius. Moreover, Queen 
Iocasta, whom he married and with whom he has had 
children, is actually his mother. Iocasta who, having 
witnessed the moment when the crucial piece of evidence 
was discovered, leaves the scene and goes to kill herself. 
Oedipus, who has now obtained proof of the truth, blinds 
himself with his own hands. 


Oedipus Tyrannus revolves predominantly around the motif of 
the ambiguous appearance of things, which blurs the distinction 
between reality and illusion. Man’s knowledge is limited and 
imperfect: true knowledge is possessed only by the gods, but 
they refrain from unveiling it to their victims, or they do so only 
when it is too late. Oedipus, the wisest of men, he who 
succeeded in solving the terrible riddle of the Sphinx and in 
overcoming the baneful monster, now finds himself in the 
throes of a struggle with the most difficult and the most fatal of 
all the riddles he has ever had to contend with; and what is 
more, in the final challenge, he finds himself facing the painful 
realisation of having been unaware of his own identity. “How 
riddling and obscure in excess are all your words!” he exclaims, 
when confronted with the veiled prophecy of Tiresias (439). By a 
tragic irony of fate or by divine will (it is well to keep in mind 
Athena's sarcasm when faced with the madness of Ajax, in the 
tragedy of that name), the wise man finds himself to be 
ignorant, the inquisitor guilty, the executioner his very own 
victim. In the case of Oedipus, the truth he has so long been 
seeking manifests itself in the dreadful guise of abominable 
crimes, which subvert the most elementary natural order: 
parricide and incestuous intercourse with his own mother, the 
mother-bride with whom he has begotten children who are also 
his brothers. 

The cognitive ambiguity that man is condemned to undergo 
is matched by an equally dramatic ambiguity of the line of action 
to be adopted from the point of view of ethics. Oedipus faces 
with great courage and determination the ineluctable 
consequences of the earlier evil actions he committed; however, 


after blinding himself with his own hands, he utters a lengthy 
and touching lament that expresses the ambiguous nature of 
personal responsibility. The dreadful crimes that have sullied his 
reputation were committed unwittingly and involuntarily, 
without any awareness of their nature, yet he is now suffering 
the punishment for having performed the actions in question 
and he is crushed by the unbearable awareness of his 
wrongdoings. 

His physical blindness is a crude metaphor evoking the 
blindness of the human mind, unconsciously nourished by 
illusory certainties and, in the end, impotent when it comes face 
to face with destiny and truth. In Ajax and Philoctetes the hero's 
physical impairment expresses, visually, his state of weakness 
and of the social exclusion resulting from infirmity; this, in turn, 
forms the premise for the pathos. In Oedipus Tyrannus the 
deliberate and intentional character of the physical self-inflicted 
disablement is a metaphor of the protagonist's voluntary 
isolation, as the final and desperate effect of recognising that he 
is both victim and guilty party at one and the same time. 
Oedipus’ blindness - which tragically likens him to Tiresias, the 
blind prophet, the only one who knows the truth as it unfolded 
from the very beginning - reveals on the symbolic plane that the 
certainties cherished with such trust by Oedipus were actually 
illusory and fallacious. The key to the play is entrusted to the 
concluding lines sung by the chorus, echoing a celebrated 
gnomé of archaic wisdom which states that no man can say he is 
happy before his last day has arrived (1524-1530): 


Dwellers in our native land of Thebes, see to what a storm 
of cruel disaster has come Oedipus here, who knew the 
answer to the famous riddle and was a mighty man, on 
whose fortune every one among the citizens used to look 
with envy! So that one should wait to see the final day and 
should call none among mortals fortunate, till he has 
crossed the bourne of life without suffering grief. 


1.5.3 Oedipus at Colonus 


The last tragedy composed by Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus, is 
an interesting reflection on the meaning of the life of man, 
affected as it is by suffering and death. Significantly, the play is 
set in the rural Athenian deme that had been the birthplace of 
the author, who was now well into old age. According to the 
mythic tradition, the kingdom of Thebes had passed into the 
hands of Creon, the brother of Iocasta, who was supposed to 
perform the duties of a regent until Oedipus’ two sons, Eteocles 
and Polynices, had come of age. We learn from the tragedy that 
upon the return of their father, who is now aged and unable to 
look after himself properly and has thus come back to Thebes, 
the two young people refused to offer him hospitality, thereby 
obliging him to lead a beggarly life and, by the same token, 
drawing upon themselves the fatal curse he utters. 


Assisted by his daughter Antigone, Oedipus arrives in 
Colonus, where an oracle has predicted he will find the end 
of all his troubles. As he awaits the arrival of Theseus, the 
king of Athens, to ask him for hospitality, Oedipus is joined 
in Colonus by his other daughter Ismene, who tells him of 
the imminent battle between Eteocles and Polynices for 
dominion over Thebes. The group is then increased by the 
arrival of Creon, who is determined to try to persuade 
Oedipus to return with him to the city, because an oracle 
has predicted that victory will go to whoever has Oedipus 
on his side. Oedipus and the daughters manage to escape 
from the clutches of Creon thanks to the arrival of 
Theseus, who accepts the old blind man as a suppliant 
who will be placed under the protection of Theseus 
himself. When Polynices also arrives from Thebes, to ask 
his father to give him help and support against his brother, 
Oedipus chases him away with a curse. Warned by signs 
from the heavens and by a divine voice, Oedipus - guided 
for a stretch of the way by Theseus - proceeds into the 
sacred copse of the Eumenides, where he disappears from 
view. 


The dominant theme in Oedipus at Colonus is the fragility of the 


human condition, which is completely at the mercy of fate and 
of the inscrutable divine will. The pessimistic lack of any 
confidence in the possibility for man to reach a condition of 
happiness is expressed in its most touching form and reaches its 
greatest tragic pathos in the antistrophe of the third stasimon 
(1224-1238): 


Not to be born comes first by every reckoning; and once 
one has appeared, to go back to where one came from as 
soon as possible is the next best thing. For while youth is 
with one, carrying with it light-headed thoughtlessnesses, 
what painful blow is far away? What hardship is not near? 
Murders, civil strife, quarrels, battles and resentment! And 
the next place, at the end, belongs to much-dispraised old 
age, powerless, unsociable, friendless, where all evils of 
evils are our neighbours. 


Here once again we find the motif of death seen as preferable to 
life and the idea that it would be better “not to be born,” which 
dates back to the archaic lyric tradition (above all in Semonides 
and Mimnermus). In Sophocles this motif is interwoven with his 
profound pessimism as regards the condition of man and the 
life of mankind, riddled with troubles as it is. 

Yet in the desolating scenario of suffering of which Oedipus 
is the emblem, a slender ray of hope can be perceived in the 
finale of this tragedy, with the suggestion of a transcendental 
perspective of pacification. Through the action of the gods, the 
old blind man is granted the end of his sufferings and an 
honoured destiny: the sacred wood of Colonus will be the abode 
of his semi-divine spirit, from whence protection will be assured 
for Athens. Through the motif of peace that has finally been 
achieved, in his last play Sophocles devises, as it were, an 
“eleventh-hour” route to redemption and liberation for his most 
tragic character, and at the same time he celebrates the 
welcoming pietas of Athens and the sacrality of his native deme, 
Colonus. It would appear that in the most ancient version of the 
myth, testified in Homer, Oedipus remained in Thebes up to his 


death; according to some other versions, he went into voluntary 
exile and led a wandering beggarly life, accompanied by his 
daughters. The fact that here Sophocles has adopted - or 
possibly even invented - a local Athenian version clearly 
represents a precise choice, intended specifically to highlight the 
expression of these values in his own city. 


1.6 The saga of Heracles and The Women of Trachis 


The thematic repertoire linked to the saga of Heracles, with its 
amazingly rich profusion of episodes and characters, was 
extremely popular among the tragic poets. In addition to The 
Women of Trachis by Sophocles, which premiered after 438 B.C., 
we have knowledge of three tragedies by Euripides inspired by 
the stories that clustered around the hero: Alcestis, Heracles and 
Children of Heracles, which we will discuss later on. 


Born in Thebes from a relationship between Zeus and the 
mortal Alcmene, the wife of Amphitryon, Heracles is the 
Doric hero par excellence. Endowed with enormous 
physical strength, he places this endowment at the service 
of the good of mankind against evil and barbaric modes of 
being (he is a figure of a “civilising hero”). Nevertheless, 
he cannot avoid mistakes and adverse events that come 
about as a result of his own errors: he is then inevitably 
required to atone for his guilt. The mythic cycle in which he 
figures as the protagonist includes an enormous number 
of events and adventures; here we will restrict ourselves to 
the fundamental structural elements. Since Heracles has 
contributed to the defeat of Orchomenus, a city that was 
among the enemies of Thebes, he is given King Creon’s 
daughter Megara to be his wedded wife, as a gift from 
Creon himself. However, an unforeseen event occurs. In 
the grip of a fit of madness provoked by the goddess Hera 
(who is hostile to Heracles because he is the adulterous 
offspring of Zeus), the hero exterminates the children he 
has had with Megara. To atone for his crime, he is 
prompted by the Delphic Oracle to place himself at the 
service of Eurystheus, the king of Tiryns (or of Mycenae). 


Eurystheus requires him to perform twelve superhuman 
feats (the celebrated “twelve labours”). Heracles takes a 
new wife, Deianira (daughter of the king of Calydon, in 
Aetolia), and he goes to Trachis, Thessaly, where sets up 
his new home. Jealously possessive towards her husband, 
Deianira tries to ensure he will be faithful to her by using a 
love potion made from the blood of the centaur Nessus 
(who was killed at an earlier point of time by Heracles). But 
Nessus had deceived her, weaving an illusory story about 
the effects of his blood: the robe Deianira gives to 
Heracles, soaked in Nessus’ blood, fails to achieve the 
desired result that the hero will love her forever: instead, 
all it succeeds in doing is mangling and crushing the 
hero's flesh and bringing about his death. Deianira, 
horrified, kills herself. After the death of Heracles, his 
children flee to Attica in order to avoid being persecuted 
by Eurystheus, who is then definitively defeated by the 
Heraclid Hyllus. 


The Women of Trachis (Tpaxiviat) addresses the subject of the 
attempt undertaken by Deianira to win back the love of 
Heracles, and tells the story of the hero’s death caused by the 
blood of Nessus. 


Deianira, in the company of the women of Trachis, who 
constitute the chorus (hence the title of the tragedy), is 
waiting for Heracles to return from one of his adventures. 
The hero's arrival is preceded by a group of women who 
are being kept prisoner: among them is the very beautiful 
Tole, who has become Heracles’ concubine. Deianira, 
deeply upset, decides to resort to a magic expedient in 
order to reconquer her husband's love: when Heracles 
inflicted a mortal wound on the centaur Nessus, the latter 
gave her a potion made of his own blood, presenting it to 
her as a love potion which would guarantee her husband's 
love for her in the future. Now, she proceeds at once to 
have a robe of hers soaked in Nessus’ blood, and sends it 
to her husband as a gift. But racked with doubts about the 
outcome of the plan, Deianira confesses her anxiety to the 


chorus. Her worry receives a bitter confirmation when her 
son Hyllus comes in and begins to describe the dreadful 
wounds on Heracles’ body caused by the potion-soaked 
robe. Deianira, overcome by horror at the unexpected 
outcome, goes indoors and kills herself. Heracles, dying, is 
carried onto the scene and launches bitter accusations 
against his wife, convinced she was seeking revenge for 
the fact of his falling in love with Iole. But when he realises 
that Deianira had been deceived by Nessus, the hero 
recognises that the unfortunate events are the realisation 
of an ancient prophecy. Thus he prepares to die and tells 
his son Hyllus to prepare the funeral pyre for himself and 
for his faithful wife. 


Despite the imposing traditional stature of the figure of 
Heracles, there can be no doubt that in the Sophoclean tragedy 
The Women of Trachis the role of protagonist is awarded to 
Deianira: therefore, once again the main role is assigned to a 
female figure. What is portrayed on the stage is the drama of 
love that is no longer matched by an equally strong feeling. In 
this quandary, Deianira is desperately trying to find a remedy for 
the situation, without resentment or hatred, but with genuine 
love. By the same token, in the final part, where Heracles is the 
figure entrusted with the task of leading the plot of the play to 
its conclusion, the central figure is once again Deianira, even 
though she is physically off-stage. The memory of her person 
and her actions evolves step by step together with Heracles’ 
realisation and judgement of the facts: previously thought by 
her husband to be no better than a jealous betrayer, she now 
becomes - in his eyes, and in her son’s view as well - a loving 
faithful consort, herself a victim or cruel deception. 

Deception is thus the basic motif that stands out in the first 
part of Women of Trachis. Disquieted by a feeling of anxiety and 
overwhelmed by love, Deianira has absolutely no conception 
that the old enemy killed by Heracles could conceivably have 
given her a fraudulent and deceitful gift. Forced into action by 
the rapid pace of events, she decides to make use of the magic 
potion. Once the deceit has resulted in its terrible end and 


Deianira has killed herself, the destiny of the unhappy married 
couple is still in limbo on account of the misunderstanding. Both 
Deianira’s son Hyllus and Heracles himself are convinced she 
was motivated by a murderous intention, so they launch a series 
of curses against her. In so doing, they imagine a situation that 
is even more tragic than the real state of affairs - a situation 
made of jealousy and murder. In this sense, the gradual 
realisation of Deianira’s innocence constitutes a positive ending 
of the plot of the play. The origin of everything that has 
happened is thus traced back to the perfidy characterising 
Heracles’ monstrous enemy and to the unfathomable will of the 
gods: the latter are once more shown to be the inscrutable 
holders of the reins of a painful destiny that befalls a mortal, 
who is himself, at one and the same time, both the guilty party 
and the victim. The realisation that Deianira’s action was not 
deliberately intended to inflict harm redeems her memory in the 
hero’s heart. Thus if the designs of the divinities are fated to 
remain unknowable to man, at least individual responsibility is 
upheld in relations among men. 


1.7 The saga of the Atreids and Electra 


An episode of the saga of the Atreids provided the inspiration 
for Electra ('HAEKtpa), datable according to some scholars to 
around 409, and according to others around 420 B.C. The 
tragedy takes its name from the daughter of Agamemnon, 
Orestes’ sister who is also his accomplice in the revenge against 
his adulterous mother Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus. 
The character Electra, as we have seen, appears in Libation- 
Bearers by Aeschylus, where she helps her brother to carry out 
his revenge; this female figure also formed the subject of a play 
by Euripides (on the saga of the Atreids, cf. The Classical Age III 
2.2.8). 


Orestes has arrived at the royal palace of Mycenae 
together with his tutor; his intention is to avenge the 
killing of Agamemnon. The two shrink out of sight upon 


the arrival of Electra, who in subsequent dialogues with 
the chorus of women, and with her sister Chrysothemis, 
and also with her mother Clytemnestra, expresses all her 
hatred for her father’s murderers and her indignant 
impatience at her brother Orestes’ delay in undertaking an 
action that can lead to a definitive solution. At this point 
the tutor, accompanied by Orestes who is disguised as a 
servant, confronts Electra and Clytemnestra, relating a 
dense and agitated story, replete with dramatic tones, in 
which he announces the death of Orestes in an accident 
claimed to have occurred during a chariot race at the 
Pythian games. While Clytemnestra cheers upon hearing 
this news, Electra is in the throes of desperation. Not long 
afterwards, Chrysothemis brings her sister a lock of hair 
she has found laid as a votive offering on their father’s 
tomb. This fragment of evidence revives Electra’s hopes of 
seeing her brother alive again, but all of asudden the 
tutor’s young servant - who is actually none other than 
Orestes himself, heavily disguised - brings her a funerary 
urn, asserting that it contains her brother’s ashes. Faced 
with Electra’s distraught reaction, the young man finally 
reveals his real identity: he is Orestes, who has come 
cloaked under a disguise so that he can penetrate 
unnoticed into the royal palace. The two proceed to carry 
out their revenge: Orestes enters the palace and kills 
Clytemnestra; Electra vehemently chastises Aegisthus who 
has come back from the campaign and who shortly 
thereafter is killed. 


The episode is presented by Sophocles with some details that 
differentiate it from the play by Aeschylus: one may cite the fact 
that the unfolding events are set in Mycenae, in accordance with 
the tradition, rather than in Argos, which was the setting chosen 
by Aeschylus, or that Clytemnestra is the first to fall under the 
blows of Orestes, and that the tragedy closes with the killing of 
Aegisthus, who is portrayed as a sinister and merciless absolute 
tyrant. 

But the most notable differences between the two plays 
concern the intricacies and the complexities of the different 


phases that lead to the meeting between the two siblings and 
enable Orestes to steal into the royal palace. The one who finds 
the lock of Orestes’ hair on the tomb of his father is not Electra, 
as was the case in Libation-Bearers, but rather Chrysothemis: 
consequently, in Sophocles’ tragedy, the meeting between 
Orestes and his sister is delayed, and when the young man does 
stand before her she fails to recognise him, on account of his 
disguise. Therefore the expedient of the disguise, which in 
Libation-Bearers fulfils the function of deceiving Clytemnestra 
and Aegisthus, receives greater emphasis in the Sophoclean 
play, and at first it even “deceives” Electra herself. This, in turn, 
implies there is a longer time lapse prior to Orestes’ recognition 
by Electra, leading to more intense tension and building up a 
more spectacular impression of a revelation than is given by the 
dialogue in the scene from Libation-Bearers, where the young 
man is doing his utmost to use the most persuasive utterances 
in order to convince his sister of his identity. Sophocles’ aim of 
eliciting empathetic emotions among the spectators, rather than 
a requirement stemming genuinely from the nature of the plot, 
results in the false twofold announcement to Electra proclaiming 
Orestes’ death. Twice the young maiden becomes utterly 
distraught: unaware of the truth, she believes she has been 
abandoned and sees her hopes of vengeance fade away. 

One particular characteristic of the Sophoclean tragedy as 
compared to Libation-Bearers lies in the central role assigned to 
Electra. While in Aeschylus’ play she accompanies, assists and 
encourages Orestes in carrying out his revenge, in Electra she is 
the true protagonist of the action, unceasingly present on the 
stage, ready and unwavering in challenging both her loved ones 
and her enemies, in the throes of alternating emotions, but 
without ever letting herself be diverted from her unyielding 
thirst for revenge. Electra is another of Sophocles’ great female 
figures, and can thus be set on a par with Antigone, despite the 
difference in their characters and the range of problems 
addressed. 

Finally, in contrast to Libation-Bearers of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles’ Electra closes with the killing of Aegisthus, presented 


as no less than a veritable tyrannicide, thereby restoring 
freedom in the city that was oppressed by the tyrant. Here one 
finds no suggestion that the guilt arising from a crime is to be 
washed away by another crime: this was the pervading 
atmosphere of the ending of Libation-Bearers and it left open the 
problem of the responsibility of Orestes, a matricide pursued by 
the Erinyes. In Aeschylus’ tragedy, unlike that of Sophocles, the 
play formed part of a connected trilogy (the Oresteia) and its 
author was free to postpone the solution of the tragic story of 
Orestes until the concluding play (Eumenides). 


1.8 Fragments from the satyr plays 


The satyr play bearing the title The Searchers (Ixveutat: also 
known as Trackers or Tracking Satyrs), of which a fairly 
substantial part is still extant thanks to papyrus finds, probably 
belongs to the earliest group of works by Sophocles. The theme 
concerns the theft of Apollo’s oxen by Hermes, when he was a 
young boy; the same story is also found in the Homeric hymn 
dedicated to this divinity. 


The searchers or trackers are the Satyrs guided by Silenus 
as they start searching for Apollo’s oxen. They are 
encouraged by the promise that the god will grant them 
freedom, as a reward for their action. Upon approaching a 
cave, they hear a sound coming from deep within, a sound 
they have never heard before. They begin questioning 
Cyllene, Hermes’ wet-nurse, as to what manner of sound it 
is: she tells them it is the sound of the lyre, an instrument 
invented by the little god. Since the lyre has a cover made 
of ox hide, Silenus realizes that Hermes is the one who 
perpetrated the crime. The final part, which is lost, 
concluded with Silenus and the Satyrs being granted 
freedom by Apollo, who then keeps the lyre as his very 
own instrument. 


Significantly long fragments have also survived from a satyr play 
bearing the title Inachus, named after the father of Io, i.e. of the 


young maiden who was loved by Zeus and whom Hera, as a 
result of jealousy, transformed into a heifer. 


1.9 The thematic lines of Sophocles’ plays 


The ideology, ethics and dramaturgical tendencies of Sophocles, 
as found in his plays, stand out more coherently and are more 
clearly defined than is the case for Aeschylus. The core of 
Sophocles’ artistic production focuses on the discomfiting 
queries arising in the mind of an individual who seeks to fathom 
the problem of man’s existential destiny when confronted with 
the contradictory manifestations of reality and divinity. 
Sophocles’ plays portray extraordinarily tragic individuals, 
defiantly facing their destiny, victims and culprits at one and the 
same time, contemplating the chasm that divides the human 
condition from the inscrutable designs of the gods: heroes who 
resist even when unable to resist, noble and great, and failing. 

There clearly emerges a conception of man as subordinated 
to the divine will. The gods determine man’s fate, shaping a 
destiny that at times is laden with foreboding, a fate that is 
bewildering and inexplicable: mankind is impotent in the face of 
destiny and cannot but painfully acknowledge the ineluctable 
higher will of the gods and accept it. This idea is strongly 
palpable in works such as The Women of Trachis, Ajax, Philoctetes, 
Oedipus Tyrannus and Oedipus at Colonus. 

The destiny of unhappiness is often marked by agonising 
physical and inner isolation. Individuals who are struck down by 
suffering exclude themselves from the outside world or are 
doomed to painful and despairing solitude, which accentuates 
the inner wounds. There are numerous plays where an 
individual rises up lonesome and dejected amidst the desolate 
scenario of a luckless destiny: this is the case, for instance, of 
Ajax, Philoctetes and Oedipus, whose wound (inflicted by the will 
of the gods or of man or of their own making), troubling their 
mind or body, is emblematic of the condition of a pariah. This is 
also the case of Antigone: her manner of speaking is 
incomprehensible, even to her faithful and affectionate sister, 


and also to Creon, when, in the finale of the tragedy, faced with 
the dramatic consequences, he becomes aware of her mistakes 
but no longer has anyone left to whom they can be confessed. 

The path towards self-awareness travelled by the 
Sophoclean characters is the feature that endows them with 
great tragic stature. The pathos arises not so much from the 
action and the accompanying tension stemming from opposing 
forces but, rather, from their inner awareness of their condition 
of loneliness and despondency. It is a condition that leads to 
self-pity arising from the destiny that has befallen them. Two 
figures are emblematic in this perspective, Creon in the finale of 
Antigone and Oedipus. In Ajax the mechanism of self-pity makes 
use of a very effective external point of view: the goddess 
(Athena) mercilessly demonstrates to a horrified Odysseus the 
effects wrought by her omnipotence on the designated victim 
(Ajax), at which Odysseus’ hostility towards Ajax is mellowed by 
a sense of fellow-feeling. Analogously, in Philoctetes, 
Neoptolemus finds within himself the human and emotive 
reasons for refusing to put into effect the deceptive trickery 
against his unfortunate companion. 

The dramatic opposition between human understanding 
and the designs of the gods is represented in its most tragic 
form in Antigone. Human conscience sometimes calls upon man 
to shape his behaviour in such a way as to conform to the moral 
law, “the unwritten laws” of the gods, even if this may at times 
imply acting against the laws written by man or the will of the 
mighty and powerful and may put man’s own life at risk. Even 
this heroic “conscientious objection” undertaken for the sake of 
obeying the higher law of ethics, against the egoistic and 
narrow-minded goals of human mediocrity, is a cause of 
anguished isolation (Philoctetes, Electra) and of death before 
one’s time (Antigone). The only true salvation for an individual 
whom iniquity cruelly strikes down consists precisely in the inner 
awareness of acting according to justice: in such contexts, the 
isolation surrounding the tragic figure highlights the character's 
tragic greatness. This intense emphasis on the absolute and 
transcendent character of moral values clearly reveals a radical 


and intentional contraposition - not explicit, but certainly 
perfectly clear to the Athenians of the time - that sets it against 
the moral relativism of the Sophists. 

Another aspect of man’s tragic isolation is expressed in the 
separation between guilt and individual responsibility. The 
distinction can be seen in operation within Oedipus Tyrannus, in 
which the protagonist is so totally unaware of his horrendous 
crimes that he himself performs the investigation against the 
murderer of Laius. Similarly, in The Women of Trachis Deianira is 
the unconscious tool of the centaur Nessus’ revenge and of the 
divine will. There remain traces of the archaic conception which 
held that the crimes of the fathers constitute a burden that 
weighs on the shoulders of their sons (Oedipus Tyrannus, Electra) 
yet at the same time one perceives the gradual rise of the idea 
that honour which has been defiled by one’s own guilty 
behaviour or by that of others calls for immediate reparation on 
the actual person of the guilty party (Ajax, Philoctetes, Deianira in 
The Women of Trachis). 

In conclusion, Sophoclean anthropology constitutes one of 
the clearest and most universal renderings of the Greek 
conception of humanity, revealing a striking correspondence 
with the modern Western vision. The enigmatic existential 
contradiction between the aspiration to achieve happiness and 
the obscure turns and twists of life, and between man’s 
exceptional positive potential and his deep-seated tendency to 
lean towards evil, is splendidly rendered with great artistic skill 
in the first stasimon of Antigone (332-375), which was mentioned 
earlier. The technical skills and intelligence that are intrinsic 
features of humanity are presented as the means that has 
enabled humankind to rise above all other creatures yet, at the 
same time, they threaten to hurl human beings into the ruinous 
abyss. To characterise this ambiguous figure, the poet has 
selected a term that denotes an equally ambivalent attribute: 
man is 5€tvoc, “surprising” and, at the same time, “frightful,” in 
the sense that humans are granted the possibility of choosing 
between good and evil (366): thus they easily fall prey to the 
attractive self-deception of an illusory omnipotence (371: toAyac 


xapv). 
1.10 Language and style 


The enduring fame of Sophocles is linked, in part, to his style, 
which was much appreciated by the ancients on account of its 
balance and well structured lexical choices and modes of 
expression. His register can be recognised by his manner of 
representing the attitudes and feelings of his characters (r80s), 
each of them being identified by a specific and clearly 
recognisable speech mode (a rhetorical-stylistic device termed 
r8ortotta, éthopoiia, by the ancient grammarians). Such a choice 
is clearly congruent with the ethical substrate of the entire 
range of Sophocles’ dramatic production, which portrays great 
individual figures and, through their emblematic existence and 
their paradigmatic behaviour, seeks to give a representation of 
an organic moral system. 

The quest for ethical characterisation should be regarded as 
one of the reasons why, even though Sophocles’ style and 
language in the surviving plays remain fairly consistently on an 
elevated literary level, nonetheless his modes of expression are 
noticeably distant from the resounding imagery and daring 
verbal and syntactic flights of fancy coined by Aeschylus. In 
contrast, Sophocles’ forms of expression are crystal-clear and 
natural, he makes moderate use of metaphor, quite frequently 
awarding preference to syntactic structures based on 
oppositions. 

The contrast between opposites is the cornerstone of 
Sophoclean texts, whether on the level of expression or in terms 
of stage effects (situations involving sharp contrasts are quite 
frequently enacted on stage). On the other hand, contrast is 
likewise a major structural feature of his plays: for some of his 
tragedies the term “diptych structure” is used in literary 
analysis, as two distinct parts can be perceived, which differ 
both thematically and also in terms of the staging requirements 
(the emblematic case is that of Ajax). This semantic utilisation of 
the concept of opposition, which evokes a more general 


conception of existence as based on conflict, can be discerned in 
terms of the heavily significant implications that sometimes 
arise (even involuntarily) from the words uttered by the 
predestined hero. Unaware of their ambivalence, the phrases 
the hero pronounces give rise to effects replete with pathos that 
are the essence of tragic irony. 


2 Euripides 


2.1 A “misunderstood” intellectual 


The data in our possession agree in delineating the image of 
Euripides, the last in line in the temporal succession of the three 
great fifth-century tragedians, as an intellectual who was by no 
means insensitive to the social and cultural problems affecting 
the situation of his time: on the contrary, he addressed them in 
his plays and courageously undertook to stage them, despite 
running the risk of unpopularity and of being misunderstood. 
Active in the second half of the century, Euripides seems to have 
been strongly aware of the profound changes that had taken 
place in Athenian society during the previous decades. The rise 
of an increasingly radical democracy, in parallel with the 
extension and consolidation of the political and commercial 
hegemony of Athens over the Aegean, had irreversibly altered 
not only the social fabric but also the trend of relations within 
the polis, as well as both public and individual perspectives. 
Society was experiencing a trend of greater openness towards 
external components (although this by no means implied a 
more welcoming attitude) and was more willing to respond to 
the stimuli resulting from the increase in economic 
opportunities. This new social framework brought about a 
variety of consequences, some of which were fairly complex and 
are to some extent reflected in Euripides’ plays, albeit expressed 
through the forms of language mediated by myth and tragic art. 
Later, in the last phase of Euripides’ activity, new sources of 
reflection and anguish made themselves felt in the wake of the 


Peloponnesian War. 

One of the recurrent motifs is the attention paid to the 
problem of components of society that were marginalised and 
excluded from mainstream Athenian society, namely the masses 
belonging to the weakest categories of the body politic. Many 
members of this social group were effectively deprived, either 
by law or their circumstances, of the possibility of contributing 
to decisions affecting the community. It was a by no means 
small group: low-class citizens, women, foreigners, servants and 
slaves, individuals of low social standing - all these are figures 
that take on a new and often central role in Euripides’ plays. 

Another aspect of his production, deriving from his attentive 
awareness of the ongoing socio-cultural changes, is his secular 
vision of life and the world. The characters and situation 
represented tend to lose their sacral and in some sense 
“metaphysical” connotation, which was a feature of such 
characters in the works of Aeschylus and Sophocles, for whom 
every concrete and contemporary reference was perceivable 
only at a distance, through the diaphanous veil of mythic 
sublimation. Euripides, on the other hand, does not hesitate to 
address the problems and harsh aspects of real life in their 
“physicalness,” often calling them by their real names and 
without mediated forms of expression, albeit still in the 
framework of the codified mythic canvas. 

His approach as a dramatist was thus more faithful to the 
material reality of existence, and his readiness to address the 
issues of real life in a direct and demystified manner also 
concerned his representation of the divine. In Euripides’ plays 
the sacral impact of the gods is waning: while the impression 
they now convey to us is still that of mysterious entities, 
unaffected by any interference as they act upon reality, they are 
subject to the criticism and judgement of men. Divine 
intervention as a means of solving a difficult situation is still a 
frequent event, but this often leaves untouched, at least in 
man’s conscience, the problematic aspects concerning the 
unsolved problem and the associated human anguish. Thus 
contemporary man as he appears in Euripides no longer seeks 


aid predominantly from the gods or by appealing to the heroes 
of myth: rather, he interacts with other men, who are 
characterised by needs and problems similar to his own. Just as 
the gods become less divine, no longer totally unapproachable 
or venerable, so also the heroes of myth take on less heroic and 
more human characteristics, at times verging on the familiar 
and everyday life. 

Admittedly, the marked tendency to embrace a non- 
religious, rational and demystifying vision was by no means a 
characteristic confined to Euripidean thought. It derived from 
the cultural climate that had begun to spread in Athenian 
society during the closing decades of the century, and was most 
clearly expressed by the teachings of the Sophists. These 
thinkers, who performed a veritable professional activity by 
teaching philosophy and rhetoric upon payment of a fee, denied 
the existence of an absolute truth: instead, they argued in 
favour of the subjective relativism of truth, maintaining that the 
supreme power lay in the human mind and word (both concepts 
are expressed in Greek by means of a single term, /ogos). In this 
perspective, the human mind and word are seen as capable of 
making that which is false seem to be true, and vice versa; 
similarly, they are held to be persuasive in a manner that 
enables them to portray an individual’s opinion as coinciding 
with the truth. The effect of the relativistic conception was that 
of undermining the foundations of the traditional philosophical 
and religious beliefs, which were previously held to be 
undebatable and transcendent, in the name of the primacy of 
the human /ogos, the unchallenged creator of multiple 
provisional and subjective “truths.” 

Although it cannot be claimed that Euripides was a genuine 
follower of the conceptions put forward by the Sophists, the 
influence of this stream of thought on his dramatic production 
has been noted. One of the clearest signs of this tendency is the 
importance he awards to formulating and making use of 
arguments, as well as the foregrounding of language itself, 
awarding greater emphasis to dramaturgical elements inspired 
by rhetorical forms which were already known to the earlier 


tragedians (such as the rhésis, or “monologue” and the agon 
logon, or “spoken discourse competitions”). In Euripides, whole 
scenes consist of lengthy and highly structured speeches, built 
up on the basis of careful symmetries and fine-tuned 
correspondences in which the characters set forth their 
arguments or their vision of the state of affairs, frequently 
making use of the artifices of Sophistic rhetoric. The typical 
expression of the commonest human relations tends to occur in 
the context of dialogue and debate, in which words have the 
power to transform opinions into truth and thought into action. 
This leads to the intellectualistic character of Euripidean drama, 
which is certainly one of the reasons behind the scanty success 
his works achieved among the Athenian audiences of his day. 
From the technical point of view, Euripides introduced 
several significant performance-related innovations, which were 
functional to his particular vision of the dramaturgical 
mechanism. These changes resulted in a notable difference 
between Euripides’ plays and those of Aeschylus and Sophocles. 
Such is the extent of the novelties introduced and the 
willingness to put them into effect that it appears legitimate to 
speak of a form of experimentalism, in line with Euripides’ 
general unconventional attitudes. For instance, the storyline 
plays a more significant role than was the case with the earlier 
playwrights: his plots are somewhat complex, often involving 
several different characters and allowing for spectacular 
unexpected developments, especially in the finale. The prologue 
tends to lose its ancient function, in which it constituted the 
beginning of the dramatic action: instead, it now becomes the 
moment where the events leading up to the current situation 
are presented in the form of a narration by one of the figures 
involved. In this manner, not only could the “problem” of 
introducing the background be disposed of rapidly and 
effectively, allowing the action to begin straightaway, in medias 
res, but the author could also rest assured that the audience still 
would be adequately prepared: in other words, the spectators 
would have immediate access to the preliminary information 
needed to respond adequately to the stimuli prompted by the 


contents of the play, which are scattered throughout the action. 
The chorus attenuates its traditional role, which saw it as an 
addressee interacting with the on-stage characters or, at times, 
as an active participant in the development of the plot: instead, 
its interventions now accentuate the nature of its role as a lyrical 
comment pertaining to the on-stage story. In Euripides one 
notes an increase in the number and importance of lyrical 
monodies and duets performed by the actors and the 
coryphaeus, which highlights emotive expressiveness and 
pathos. In the finale one more frequently finds recourse to the 
intervention of the deus ex machina, which makes its appearance 
on stage in order to accomplish a miraculous, unmotivated and 
unexpected solution to the complicated developments of the 
intricate plot, once the story-line has reached a point where its 
resolution is beyond the potential of mere human faculties. 
Finally, Euripides’ willingness to embrace the new trends and 
cultural innovations of his era is also manifested in his choices 
with regard to the lyrical and musical aspects. In particular, the 
choral parts of his plays were influenced by the type of music in 
fashion during the closing decades of the fifth century, the most 
significant expression of which is found in the Attic dithyramb, 
characterised as it was by the predominant role of music, over 
that of the spoken word, and by compositional and performance 
virtuosity (cf. The Classical Age VII 2.1, 2.2). 


2.2 The life of Euripides 


As noted earlier with regard to the biographies of Aeschylus and 
Sophocles, in the case of Euripides too we are dependent on 
sources of various different types and from a range of eras. 
Such sources include a Life transmitted by the medieval 
manuscripts of the tragedies, the Marmor Parium, the Suda 
lexicon, the Attic Nights by the erudite Latin author Aulus Gellius 
(second century A.D.) and numerous scattered pieces of 
evidence. Useful information can also be gleaned from two 
comedies by Aristophanes: Frogs, in which Euripides is 
represented, shortly after his death, as competing with 


Aeschylus for the title of best tragic poet, and Women at the 
Thesmophoria, which parodies the poet’s presumed hostility 
towards women. These sources should, however, be used with 
extreme caution, as the poet’s image is filtered through the 
unfavourable lens of salacious comic sarcasm, which results in a 
caricature reflecting gossip and commonplaces of the time. 
Finally, considerable importance attaches to the biography of 
Euripides written by Satyrus, an Aristotelian (third to second 
century B.C.), partially preserved by an Oxyrhynchus papyrus. 

It was mentioned above that the year 480 B.C. was 
considered by a fairly widespread ancient tradition to have been 
the year of Euripides’ birth. The underlying idea was that of 
establishing a sequence of events pertaining to the three 
greatest tragedians and hinging on the date of the battle of 
Salamis. Aeschylus is said to have fought in the battle, Sophocles 
is claimed to have led the victory paean and Euripides is argued 
to have been born at Salamis on the very day of the famous 
naval battle. But the latter suggestion is probably fictional and 
the exact year is likely to have been 485/4, as attested by the 
Marmor Parium. 

Euripides’ parents, although depicted by Aristophanes as 
humble shopkeepers, actually belonged to the wealthy class of 
landowners and ensured that their son was given an excellent 
education, which allowed him to engage in the composition of 
music and poetry. The biographical tradition claims he was a 
friend of Socrates and the pupil of philosophers such as 
Anaxagoras and Diogenes of Apollonia, and of Sophists such as 
Protagoras and Prodicus. Exactly what kind of relations he 
entertained with these figures, some of whom were younger 
than himself, cannot be stated with certainty; however, the 
overall information delineates the figure of an intellectual who 
took an interest in contemporary thought in its most avant- 
garde and militant forms. Many biographical details present in 
the tradition appear suspicious, or even totally unfounded, such 
as the suggestion that he was personally in contact with 
exponents of Sophistic movement, or the accusation of atheism 
and also that of misogyny. These allegations are probably drawn 


from the contents of his works, according to the ancient practice 
of deducing biographical details more or less arbitrarily from 
poets’ words, and sometimes even engaging in veritable 
anecdotal fabrications which, vivid and effective though they 
may be, are devoid of any genuine foundation. 

Euripides presented his first trilogy at the tragic games of 
455 B.C. (one of the parts of the trilogy was Daughters of Pelias, 
now lost). In the course of his life he took part in twenty-two 
tragic competitions, but the judges did not seem to be 
particularly appreciative of his works, and he only achieved a 
total of 5 victories overall. The first dates to 441 B.C., fourteen 
years after his debut, while the last one was awarded 
posthumously, staged by his son (or grandson) Euripides the 
Younger, who was himself also a playwright. The lukewarm 
reception awarded to Euripides’ plays by Athenian theatre-goers 
can be attributed to his unorthodox attitudes and beliefs as well 
as his unconventional approach to dramaturgy. Furthermore, 
the subdued response was perhaps also a contributing factor in 
his failure - unlike Aeschylus and Sophocles - to be appointed to 
any significant political or religious post. The sources state that 
he lived a quiet and reserved life, away from the turmoil of 
public and political affairs, that he possessed a library (a virtually 
unheard-of phenomenon for the time) and that he was reputed 
to have a difficult and rather unsociable character (in contrast to 
the amicable attitude said to have been a feature of Sophocles). 

He was seventy-seven years old when, in 408, he moved to 
Macedonia where he was welcomed to the court of King 
Archelaus, dying there in 406; thus his death occurred not long 
before that of Sophocles, who was his senior (405 is the date of 
the second performance of Frogs by Aristophanes, in which 
Euripides figures as a character in the Underworld). A number of 
legends cluster around the death of Euripides, and these too 
were to a large extent anecdotal fabrications by the ancients. 
One such fanciful episode has him mauled and torn to pieces by 
Archelaus’ Molossian dogs, while according to another story, 
calling to mind his alleged misogyny, he was torn to pieces by a 
group of women possessed. 


We know the names of at least two sons: Mnesarchides and 
Mnesilochus. With regard to the Euripides known as “the 
Younger,” it cannot be established with certainty whether he 
was a son or grandson of the poet, but we do know that he 
sought to continue and build on the legacy of the elder 
Euripides’ plays. In contrast to the situation that prevailed 
during Euripides’ actual lifetime, his plays enjoyed considerable 
popularity during the fourth century and during the Hellenistic 
Age: they were often revived and performed in new stagings or 
utilised for the purposes of reading; overall, they increasingly 
enjoyed the favour of audiences that were developing a greater 
capacity to understand and appreciate the private and intimate 
settings depicted in his plays, and the themes and problems 
addressed by the playwright. 


2.3 The surviving works 


According to the information that can be drawn from the Suda 
lexicon, Euripides was the least prolific and least appreciated 
among the great fifth century tragedians. The five victories he 
was awarded involve no more than a tiny percentage of the 92 
plays attributed to him. Among the works that have survived, it 
is worth mentioning two trilogies that were awarded the first 
prize, namely, in 428 B.C. the one to which the tragedy 
Hippolytus belonged, and the trilogy containing Iphigenia in Aulis 
and Bacchae, which was performed posthumously. 

Yet despite the less prolific dramatic production attributed 
to him and the scanty appreciation of his work shown by his 
contemporaries, no fewer than seventeen tragedies by Euripides 
have come down to us intact (an eighteenth, Rhesus, is spurious) 
and a satyr play. That such an elevated number of works has 
survived - greater than the total of the surviving plays of 
Aeschylus and Sophocles - is basically due to pure chance, 
namely to a fortunate circumstance pertaining to the medieval 
manuscript tradition. In addition to ten tragedies resulting from 
the selection performed in late antiquity and preserved ina 
series of manuscripts (A/cestis, Andromache, Hecuba, Hippolytus, 


Medea, Orestes, Rhesus, Trojan Women, Phoenician Women, 
Bacchae), another and richer tradition has preserved a further 
nine plays, recovered from a complete edition of the works of 
Euripides, arranged in alphabetical order based on the title 
(thereby adding to the above mentioned titles the following list 
of plays: Helen, Electra, Children of Heracles, Heracles, Ion, 
Suppliant Women, Iphigenia among the Taurians, Iphigenia at Aulis, 
Cyclops). 

The relative chronology of the surviving works is 
reconstructed by virtue of a few definite dates and on the basis 
of (less reliable) stylistic and structural elements, as well as 
citations present in Aristophanes’ comedies. For six tragedies 
we have certainty with regard to the date of performance: 
Alcestis, which was performed in 438 B.C., is the most ancient 
play among those that have come down to us; it was followed by 
Medea in 431, Hippolytus in 428, Trojan Women in 415, Helen in 
412, Orestes in 408. For the remaining eleven, the dating is 
hypothetical and is the subject of debate: Children of Heracles is 
thought to date from 430 (between Medea and Hippolytus) or 
from 427 (immediately after Hippolytus); these were probably 
followed by Andromache (426 or 425?, but according to some 
scholars they date from a few years earlier), Hecuba (424?), 
Suppliant Women (422?), Heracles (416? or 414?), Iphigenia among 
the Taurians (414? or 413?), Electra (413?, but according to other 
scholars the year is likely to have been between 421 and 417), 
Ion (411?) and Phoenician Women (411-4097). Finally, Iphigenia at 
Aulis and Bacchae, which belonged to the same tetralogy, were 
composed at the court of Archelaus and were performed 
posthumously, between 406 and 403; the staging was 
undertaken by Euripides the Younger and the play was awarded 
the first prize. As regards the tragedy Rhesus, there are serious 
reasons for considering it to be non-authentic: the dramaturgic 
techniques would appear to set this work in the fourth century 
rather than in the fifth. In the case of the satyr play Cyclops, the 
date on which it was performed is unknown. For the purposes of 
classification of the plays, the same choice is made here for 
Euripides as for Sophocles: namely, the tragedies are grouped 


together according to a thematic criterion depending on the 
mythic cycle that formed the basis for the subject, and the 
classification is then further refined, as far as possible, by taking 
into account the chronology of the works, in such a manner that 
the development of the author’s poetic and dramaturgic 
technique is clearly foregrounded. 

Significant fragments of numerous other tragedies have also 
survived, restored by papyrus finds and by the indirect tradition; 
both types of sources provide extensive evidence, thanks to the 
popularity - mentioned earlier - of Euripides during the 
Hellenistic Age, which resulted in a fairly abundant production of 
copies. A few can be mentioned here: Hypsipyle (we have about 
400 lines), Phaethon (about 200 lines have survived), Andromeda, 
Antiope, Archelaus and Telephus. 


2.4 The tragedies inspired by the saga of Heracles 


Apart from Women of Trachis by Sophocles, we owe to Euripides 
the only surviving tragedies devoted to episodes of the rich saga 
of Heracles (on which, cf. The Classical Age V 1.6). Of the three 
Euripidean plays, the one that is particularly interesting from the 
dramaturgical perspective is Alcestis (AAKnottc), inasmuch as it 
has a happy end together with genuinely comic elements and, 
additionally, because it was staged, in 438 B.C., following a tragic 
trilogy composed of Cretans, Alcmeon in Psophis and Telephus, 
and thus in the position of the satyr play (hence the definition of 
“pro-satyrical tragedy”). Children of Heracles (HpakAeiSat), 
staged in 430 or in 427 B.C., deals with the episode of the sons of 
Heracles who, persecuted by Eurystheus and the Argives, come 
as suppliants to Athens, where they find succour. Finally, 
Heracles (‘HpakAfjs), the tragedy of the hero who, on account of 
divine hostility, is struck by madness and massacres his wife and 
children, dates from 416 or, according to other scholars, to 414 
B.C. 


Alcestis. The god Apollo has succeeded in persuading the 
Fates to postpone the death of Admetus, the king of 


Pherae in Thessaly, on condition that someone else agrees 
to die in his place. But no-one, not even the sovereign’s 
aged parents, is willing to die on his behalf, so his wife, 
Alcestis, offers to come forward. To show his gratitude, 
Admetus promises her eternal faithfulness. Before the 
funeral proceedings, Heracles arrives at Pherae, but 
Admetus, who wishes to be respectful to his guest, does 
not reveal the true identity of the deceased woman. After a 
servant has described the impressive banquet laid on for 
Heracles, the latter appears on the scene completely 
drunk. However, when he finds out the true state of affairs, 
he resolves to express his gratitude for Admetus’s 
generosity by bringing Alcestis back to life. And in the next 
scene Heracles does indeed appear before Admetus with a 
woman shrouded in a veil, exhorting him to take her as his 
wedded spouse. The man, recalling in his mind the 
promise of faithfulness he swore to his wife, would prefer 
not to accept the proposal, but he finally gives way upon 
the insistence of Heracles, and the woman reveals her 
face. Admetus recognises Alcestis and the two are happily 
reunited. 


Alcestis is not only the most ancient among the surviving 
Euripidean tragedies, but it also displays a somewhat 
anomalous peculiarity in that its nature as a tragedy is blended 
with aspects that are proper to comedy. This composite 
structure explains why it is positioned where one would expect 
to find a satyr play. Moreover, a striking feature is the comical 
characterisation of Heracles, represented on the stage as 
completely drunk; another unusual aspect is the happy end to 
the play, with the reunification of husband and wife presented 
symbolically as if it were a new wedding. This leads to an ending 
that is far more reassuring than the happy end found in other 
tragedies or trilogies, being reminiscent, rather, of the wedding 
festivities that ritually conclude a large number of comedies. The 
entire story revolves around the necessity of death, to which the 
response comes in the form of the gratuitous nature of the 
sacrifice of Alcestis, who is the true protagonist of the play. The 
heroine makes the decision to save her husband's life against 


her own interest and prompted purely by love, at the same time 
conscious and troubled by the consequences of her ill-fated 
decision. Only by virtue of the transcendent intervention of 
Heracles does it become possible to restore an atmosphere of 
justness: the generous hospitality and faithfulness of Admetus, 
as well as Alcestis’s conscious gift of herself, are finally 
rewarded. 


Children of Heracles. Alcmene and the descendants of 
Heracles have sought refuge in Athens, at the court of King 
Demophon, in order to obtain protection against 
persecution by Eurystheus, the king of Argos. This results 
in warfare and, according to an oracle, only by sacrificing a 
virgin to Kore/Persephone will the Athenians avoid being 
slaughtered. In a spontaneous gesture Macaria, one of the 
daughters of Heracles, offers her own life. The outcome of 
the battle between Argives and Athenians is favourable to 
the latter, thanks above all to the aged Iolaus, whom Zeus 
has restored to youthful conditions, enabling him to 
engage in heroic actions. Eurystheus is captured and the 
Athenians oppose Alcmene’s intention to kill him, but the 
Argive king, after admitting that his hatred for Heracles 
and the descendants of the latter was based on fear, 
accepts his own death and reveals that the presence of his 
body in Athens will protect the city against future attacks 
by the Peloponnesians. 


In Children of Heracles, dating from the early years of the 
Peloponnesian War, a feature that can be recognised is the 
dramaturgic technique of the coup de thédtre, with sudden and 
unexpected twists in the plot that overturn the expected 
development of the storyline. Furthermore, it is a work that 
contains a considerable number of references to the historical 
situation of the author’s day. That the poet had a favourable 
attitude towards a portrayal of Athens as a peaceful city, as a 
city that was welcoming towards the suppliants, can be 
perceived quite clearly in this work, not only in the attention he 
devotes to the question itself but also in his frequent praises of 


the polis. Thus his position here was noticeably different from 
the marked condemnation of the warmongering policies of the 
Athenian demagogues that can be perceived in many of the 
later tragedies (in particular, in Trojan Women). But even here 
Euripides does not shy from inserting reservations and 
pessimistic attitudes concerning the feasibility of political action, 
the most eloquent of which is the episode describing the 
sacrifice of Macaria, which was necessary in order to achieve 
success. The question of the fate of Eurystheus, mentioned at 
the end of the play, with a reference to the protection that will 
be granted to the city by the presence of his remains, has been 
interpreted as pointing to the fear of a Spartan invasion of 
Attica, which did indeed take place every year during several 
early stages of the war, although the resistance of the city was 
not overcome. 


Heracles. After performing the legendary labours, Heracles 
is about to return to Thebes to be reunited with his loved 
ones: his wife Megara and his children. But they are under 
threat from King Lycus, who has seized power after killing 
Creon, Megara’s father. The intervention by Heracles and 
the resulting death of Lycus resolve the situation. But 
Hera, who is resentful of Heracles because he is the son of 
Zeus and Alcmena, persuades Lyssa, the goddess of 
madness, to make the hero himself go mad. Having thus 
fallen into a raving delirium, he kills Megara and his 
children, mistaking them for the children of King 
Eurystheus, his enemy and persecutor. Athena then 
intervenes, and Heracles falls into deep sleep. Upon 
awakening, he realises what has happened and sets about 
trying to kill himself, which he would indeed do, were it not 
for the intervention of his old friend Theseus, in whose 
company he then leaves Thebes. 


The sudden reversal of established situations - a mechanism to 
which attention was already drawn in connection with Children 

of Heracles - also characterises the plot as it unfolds in Heracles. 
Unexpected developments follow one another in rapid 


succession, with the hero seeming to be at the mercy of the 
divine will, now as the one who brings about the liberation of 
Megara and the children, now - on the contrary - as the 
unwitting tool that brings about their ruin. The tragedy is 
marked by the unceasing contradiction between trust in the 
gods, whose supreme command over man’s destiny is 
recognised, and radical intolerance of their mode of action, seen 
as unpredictable and arbitrary, making it impossible to perceive 
them as just and reliable entities. Thus the play spotlights a 
dramatic conflict that sets the ancient Aeschylean conception of 
Zeus as the guarantor of justice versus the perception of the 
gods as hostile or indifferent towards mankind and as entities 
that are incomprehensible, if not indeed capricious. Heracles, 
prostrated by the constant reversals of his destiny, has no other 
comfort than the solidarity and friendship of Theseus. It is here, 
in this work, that Euripides goes so far as to cast doubt explicitly 
on the underlying premises of religion and the appropriateness 
of the cult of the gods, preferring instead to seek refuge in 
human relations. 


2.5 Medea 


Medea (Mn6eta), one of the Euripidean plays most heavily laden 
with tragic implications among those that have come down to 
us, was staged in 431; it is thus the second in order of time 
among the surviving works. The mythic cycle to which the work 
refers is that of Jason and the Argonauts or of the Golden Fleece, 
which constituted one of the most ancient and famous legends 
of the traditional epic heritage. 


The kingdom of Iolcus, in Thessaly, is usurped by Pelias, 
the step-brother of King Aeson. The latter is the father of 
Jason, of whom Pelias is trying to disencumber himself. 
When Jason claims the right to the kingdom, Pelias - faced 
with the young man’s insistent requests - promises to 
leave him the throne if he proves able to obtain the Golden 
Fleece that is in the hands of a monster in Colchis, a region 


of Asia on the shores of the Black Sea. Jason embarks on 
the enterprise with the ship Argo, together with a large 
number of heroes, the Argonauts. Once he arrives in 
Colchis, he meets Medea, the sorceress daughter of the 
local king Aeétes. Thanks to the magic arts deployed by 
Medea, who has fallen in love with Jason, the latter 
succeeds, after a series of adventures, in taking possession 
of the Golden Fleece and returning to Iolcus, where, 
however, Pelias has taken advantage of Jason's absence to 
bring about the death of King Aeson, Jason’s father. The 
young man wants to obtain revenge, and he once more 
turns to Medea: with the aid of magic, she deceives Pelias’ 
daughters, concocting the story that their father will be 
able to regain his youth if he is cut into pieces and boiled 
in a cauldron. Pelias is thereby eliminated, but his son 
Acastus chases Jason and Medea out of Iolcus. The two 
seek refuge in Corinth. Here, after some time has passed, 
Jason falls in love with king Creon’s daughter and 
repudiates Medea to wed her. Afterwards, thanks to the 
help of Peleus, Achilles’ father, Jason manages to defeat 
Acastus and finally regains rightful possession of the 
throne of Iolcus. 


The subject of Euripides’ tragedy concerns the phase of the tale 
in which Jason and Medea are in Corinth, beginning with the 
repudiation of Medea due to Jason’s new marriage with the 
king’s daughter. 


King Creon has decreed that Medea is to be exiled from 
Corinth, because he is afraid that the sorceress might use 
her secret arts in order to do harm to Jason and his new 
wife, who is the king’s daughter. But Medea, with her 
insistent entreaties, has obtained permission to remain in 
the city for one more day. In a stormy dialogue with Jason, 
who tries to justify his decisions, Medea shows all her 
bitter resentment against her husband and rejects his 
justifications. Meanwhile, the king of Athens, Aegeus, who 
happens to be passing through Corinth and makes a short 
stop there, takes pity on Medea and promises he will 


provide her with a safe place to stay. Medea, however, puts 
her plan of revenge into action: under the pretext of a 
peace-making gesture, she instructs her sons to deliver a 
gift to the princess of Corinth, namely a peplos garment 
and a crown, soaked in a powerful poison. Once she has 
obtained the information that the princess, together with 
Creon, the princess's father, have both died in agony after 
terrible suffering, she is seized by doubt and anguish, but 
she is still determined to intensify Jason's suffering. At this 
point, to avert reprisals by the royal family against her 
sons, Medea kills them with her own hands. Jason arrives 
at that very moment: horrified, he wants to mete out 
justice but Medea is already high up on the chariot of the 
Sun, embarking on the journey that is taking her to safety 
in Athens, thereby removing the lifeless bodies of her sons 
from the clasp of their father’s last embrace. 


The tetralogy to which Medea belonged, together with the lost 
tragedies Philoctetes and Dictys, and the satyr play Harvesters, 
was awarded the bottom place in the 431 B.C. tragic games. This 
failure was most probably due, above all, to the plot and content 
of Medea, laden as it was with intense tension in the originally 
uninhibited performance, with its representation of erds and 
thanatos. Admittedly, the violent finale, with its horrifying excess 
consisting of infanticide, builds a portrait of the protagonist that 
was radically alien to Greek sensibilities and casts her in an 
obscure and inhuman light; but on the other hand, in the 
greater part of the play the audience tends to commiserate and 
sympathise precisely with Medea because, as Euripides 
intended, they are emotionally affected by her heroic struggle to 
free herself from a position of inferiority, injustice and 
weakness. Perhaps it was the very fact of this explicit and 
complex web of contradictions within the character that gave 
rise to the feeling of discomfort and uneasiness among the 
Athenian spectators. 

Yet despite its lack of success among the audience in the 
Dionysian competition, the play should be considered as one of 
Euripides’ masterpieces, in which the dramaturgical decision to 


represent the world of misfits and outcasts achieved its greatest 
power of expression. Medea’s unconventional attitudes come 
into play on several different levels, first and foremost in the 
very fact of being an atypical woman, not at all deterred from 
taking a lucid and determined stand against the traditional role 
of wife and mother by refusing to accept her husband's decision 
to repudiate her in favour of another woman, and furthermore 
in the fact of being a foreigner (a barbarian) and, additionally, a 
witch. When confronted with the problem of disappointment in 
love and the ensuing betrayal, and confronted with the related 
issue of her condition as a woman who has been abandoned, 
she cool-headedly and uninhibitedly sets about addressing the 
situation. The events portrayed constitute, first and foremost, an 
intense psychological and emotive path whereby Medea 
achieves self-awareness and conscious emancipation, and rebels 
against Jason’s decision. Thus after initially upbraiding him with 
a well-argued and passionately presented grievance concerning 
his ungrateful and unfaithful behaviour, she then ruthlessly 
obtains her revenge in a manner that would be unthinkable for 
a Greek but is compatible with the alien culture of a character 
who is portrayed as a barbarian. 

We may, at this point, address another, more veiled but 
perhaps more powerful contrast within the character. As in the 
characterisation of other Euripidean figures, in Medea we 
likewise find a juxtaposition and integration of two aspects 
which, taken together, create an apparent contradiction: namely 
the most sophisticated tools of reason (noticeable above all in 
the dense and fast-moving monologues and in the dramatic 
agon logon with Jason) stand side by side with the harshest and 
most obsessive expression of irrational impulses. The 
disenchanted and demystifying analysis of reality and the limpid 
and uncompromising rigour of the logical arguments are 
forcibly placed at the service of the most visceral and violent 
compulsions, with the action building up to the final outcome 
with its powerful and horrific effect. It can hardly be a 
coincidence that scepticism with regard to the rational vision of 
reality, yet combined - at the same time - with confidence in the 


potential of the Jogos were the two complementary components 
of the relativism preached by the Sophists in the Athens of those 
years. 


2.6 Hippolytus 


Two of the plays composed by Euripides - two tragedies - bore 
the title Hippolytus (‘InmtdAutos). The first was not appreciated by 
the audience on account of the excessive unseemliness of the 
scene where Phaedra openly declares her love for her stepson 
Hippolytus, which forces him to cover his face out of shame 
(hence the title of ImmdAUtoG KaAUTITOHEVOG or Hippolytus 
Veiled). The second version of the play (‘ImmdAutoG 
otepavnwopos or Hippolytus Crowned), staged during the 428 
games, was the outcome of a profound reworking of the earlier 
form: for instance, it no longer included the scene previously 
deemed full of improprieties that had caused an uproar. This 
time Euripides was awarded the first prize, taking precedence 
over his colleagues Iophon and Ion. It is the second version of 
this play that has survived today. 


The story takes place at Troezen, in the Argolid. The 
goddess of love Aphrodite asserts, in the prologue, that 
she nurses resentment against Hippolytus, the son of 
Theseus, because he pays little attention to the gifts of 
love and is interested only in those of Artemis, the goddess 
of hunting. In order to punish him, Aphrodite has made 
Hippolytus’ stepmother, Phaedra, fall in love with him, but 
she carefully keeps her love secret. Hippolytus then finds 
out about Phaedra’s feelings through the willing and 
enterprising action of her wet-nurse, who lets him into the 
secret, but he shrinks away utterly disgusted, swearing 
against women in general. Phaedra, in despair, kills 
herself. Theseus, crying over the body of his wife, discovers 
a small plaque on which, before dying, she wrote that she 
had been violated by her stepson. The latter, sworn to 
silence by an oath to the wet-nurse, cannot defend himself 
and remains obstinately silent. Theseus calls on the god 


Poseidon to wreak punishment on Hippolytus. A 
messenger arrives, with the report that a monster which 
has emerged from the sea made Hippolytus’ mares so 
agitated that they shied so dramatically that he was 
thrown to the ground and fatally wounded. When the 
young man, close to death, is brought onto the scene, the 
goddess Artemis appears and reveals his innocence: 
Theseus can only wring his hands in despair and beg his 
son for forgiveness. In memory of his destiny, ever since 
that day the young maidens of Troezen have gone to their 
weddings with their heads shaven. 


According to a type of structure often also utilised by Sophocles, 
the tragedy is clearly subdivided into two parts. The first part 
depicts the dramatic situation in which Phaedra finds herself, as 
an unwitting tool in the hands of Aphrodite, and driven to death 
by a passion that is no less irresistible than the impossibility of 
its fulfilment. The second part shows the revenge of the goddess 
against Hippolytus, a revenge that hinges crucially on the 
ambiguous and fallacious nature of words, with the interplay 
between the slanderous accusation launched by Phaedra, and 
the young man’s equivocal reticence in the face of the gifts of 
Aphrodite. Effectively, the drama constitutes an assertion of 
pessimism with regard to any genuine possibility of rationally 
grasping asense of reality. Theseus is the victim but to some 
extent also the unwitting source of a terrible deception, and he 
is the one who, in the end, undergoes the twofold tragedy of 
losing both his wife and his son. His trusting conviction that he 
can clearly see and grasp reality and become its arbiter proves 
to be illusory, when it turns out that the events as they actually 
occurred were quite different from the indications suggested by 
the appearances. Rather, the various happenings prove to be 
the outcome of irrational and unpredictable factors: on the one 
hand, the obscure designs of the divinities, represented by the 
struggle between Aphrodite and Artemis for domination over 
Hippolytus and, on the other, the instinctual and irrational 
passions that drive people’s actions - from Phaedra’s wild 
passionate love to Hippolytus’ intransigent and unnatural 


prudery, all the way to the impulsive and uncontrolled anger of 
Theseus himself. 


2.7 The tragedies inspired by the Trojan Cycle 


No fewer than five of the surviving Euripidean tragedies are 
inspired by episodes and characters associated with the Trojan 
Cycle. As we noted earlier, Sophocles likewise drew on this 
source for Ajax and Philoctetes (on the myth, cf. The Classical Age 
V 1.4). The plays in question are Iphigenia at Aulis (datable to 
between 406 and 403), Trojan Women (415 B.C.), Andromache 
(dating from 426/5 B.C. or possibly earlier), Hecuba (possibly 
from 424 B.C.) and Helen (412 B.C.). 

The tragedy of Iphigenia. The subject of Iphigenia at Aulis 
(Iptyeveta f Ev AUVALSL) centres around the sacrifice of 
Agamemnon’s young daughter, a decision that has been made 
by the Achaean chieftains in order to placate the goddess 
Artemis, so that they can set sail for Troy with favourable winds. 


Agamemnon has summoned his daughter, under the 
deceitful pretext of giving her in marriage to Achilles, 
though his real intention is to sacrifice her to the goddess 
Artemis. But, worried about the course of events, he has a 
sudden change of heart and decides to send another 
envoy to Iphigenia, with the instruction to cancel the 
previous message. Menelaus, on the other hand, 
determined to set sail for Troy, prevents the messenger 
from contacting the young maiden. There follows a fierce 
argument between Agamemnon and Menelaus. 
Accompanied by her mother Clytemnestra, Iphigenia 
arrives on the scene, convinced that the wedding is going 
to take place very soon. At this point it is Menelaus who 
regrets his decision, while Agamemnon has changed his 
mind and is now determined to sacrifice his daughter. 
Clytemnestra’s unexpected meeting with Achilles - who 
knows nothing at all about the deception arranged by the 
two Atreids - is instrumental in illuminating her with 
regard to the danger her daughter is running. Achilles 
tries to defend Iphigenia, but it is none other than the 


young maiden herself who accepts the sacrifice for the 
benefit of the Greek fleet. The final part of the tragedy is 
interpolated: a messenger reports that at the moment of 
the sacrifice, Artemis replaced Iphigenia with a doe and 
has taken the young maiden to safety in Tauris. 


Staged posthumously, Iphigenia at Aulis was written shortly 
before the poet’s death and shows notably evolved aspects of 
Euripidean dramaturgy. The most significant aspect concerns 
the manner in which the psychological development of the 
characters is addressed: their inner emotions and their general 
behaviour change in step with the unfolding experiences and 
under the influence of words. This is the case with Agamemnon 
and Menelaus who, alternately, change their mind concerning 
the sacrifice of the young maiden. But even Iphigenia herself, 
who is the real protagonist of the whole story, undergoes an 
evolution: at first she enthusiastically embraces the idea of 
marriage to Achilles, but then, having learned of the destiny that 
awaits her, she beseeches her father Agamemnon, with a 
moving speech full of filial tenderness, not to deprive her of life; 
finally, on the basis of a complex process that takes shape in her 
mind, she becomes determined to accept the sacrifice of her life 
without any further objections, for the more elevated goal of the 
good of her people. 

The central moment of the tragedy coincides with 
Iphigenia’s dramatic reaction to the news of the destiny she is to 
undergo and with the touching supplication she addresses to 
her father (1211-1252). The pathos reaches its highest point in 
the delicate and emotionally moving speech in which she 
addresses her father and recalls the happy and carefree 
moments when she was a young girl, when every perspective 
seemed promising and it was possible to conjure up the vision 
of a happy and fruitful future (1217-1225, 1231-1232): 


As a suppliant I lay my body at your knees, the body she 
gave birth to. Do not kill me before my time: to see the 
light of day is sweet. And do not compel me to look upon 


the Underworld. I was the first to call you father, and you 
called me your daughter first of all. I was the first to be 
dandled on your knees and to give and receive that dear 
joy. You used to say, ‘Shall I see you happy in your 
husband's house, living a flourishing life worthy of me?’ 
(...) Iremember these words, but you have forgotten them 
and wish to kill me. 


These emotional and highly moving phrases alternate and are 
combined with very specific and precise arguments (1236-1240): 


What have I to do with Alexandros’ and Helen’s marriage? 
Why has that come to destroy me, father? Look at me, give 
me your glance and your kiss so that when I have died I 
may at least have to remember you by it, if you are not 
moved by my words. 


The conclusion of the supplication (1249-1252) is a passionate 
but lucid assertion of the desire to live, which also denies the 
traditional value of the “beautiful death” (according to an 
alternative model, which is likewise fairly ancient: Achilles in 
Hades is full of regret over the loss of earthly life, in Book XI of 
the Odyssey): 


I shall say one thing and overtop all argument: this light is 
the sweetest thing to look on, and what is below is 
nothing. Anyone who prays for death is a fool: better to 
live ignobly than to die nobly. 


The young maiden’s heart-wrenching words before voluntarily 
proceeding along the path to sacrifice are once again words in 
praise of the light of the sun, the symbol of earthy life (1506- 
1509): 


Ah, ah, 


daystar that lights our way, 


Zeus’s sunlight, I shall take as my dwelling 


another life, another lot! Farewell, dear light! 


Women and war. The other Euripidean tragedies pertaining to 
the Trojan Cycle lead us into the events subsequent to the fall of 
Troy. What is portrayed is the dramatic condition of the women 
who have been captured, taken prisoner and enslaved after the 
killing of their fathers and husbands. Thus the horror of war, 
with its grievous consequences, is the hallmark of these plays, 
composed by Euripides in different years but still in the 
uncertain atmosphere of warfare that characterised the lengthy 
conflict between Athens and Sparta. Hecuba, the wife of Priam, 
King of Troy, is the protagonist in the tragedy that bears her 
name (Hecuba, ‘ExdBn), similarly to the case of Andromache 
(AvSpouaxn), where the action centres on the destiny of 
Hector’s wife. Both tragedies date from the early years of the 
Peloponnesian War, between 429 and 424, namely from the 
period when, after the death of Pericles, the reins of the conflict 
passed into the hands of unscrupulous demagogues, resulting 
in outcomes that seesawed between exasperating delaying 
tactics and thrilling successes. Among the elements featuring in 
the plays, one finds old Hecuba who, together with her 
daughters Polyxena and Cassandra and her daughter-in-law 
Andromache, is at the mercy of the Achaean chieftains whose 
victory is portrayed in the Trojan Women (Ai Tpwddec): the play 
in question was performed in 415, shortly before the expedition 
to Sicily that had raised many eyebrows and misgivings in 
Athens, and which was to come to a disastrous end two years 
later. 


Trojan Women. The Greek heroes share out the war booty 
and the captured Trojan women amongst themselves: 
Cassandra is to be a slave of Agamemnon, Andromache of 
Neoptolemus, Hecuba of Odysseus, while Polyxena is to be 
sacrificed on the tomb of Achilles. Cassandra, in the throes 
of a prophetic delirium, predicts the killing of Agamemnon 


at the hand of his wife Clytemnestra. Andromache weeps 
over her destiny with her mother-in-law Hecuba, before 
being carried off with her small son, for whom death has 
been decreed. Menelaus appears on the stage with Helen, 
asking her for some justification of her betrayal: she insists 
it was absolutely not her fault, but Hecuba demonstrates 
that she was indeed guilty and Menelaus issues the order 
that she shall be put to death once she has returned to 
Argos. The tragedy closes with Hecuba weeping over the 
body of her grandson Astyanax and with Troy being burnt 
to the ground. 


Hecuba. In the prologue, the ghost of Polydorus, the son of 
Priam and Hecuba, begs to be given a proper burial. His 
parents, foreseeing the downfall of Troy, had entrusted 
him to the care of Polymestor, the king of Thrace, who 
then, instead of protecting him, killed him and threw the 
body into the sea. Polydorus specifies that the shade of 
Achilles is preventing the Achaeans from returning to their 
homeland unless they first sacrifice Polyxena, one of the 
daughters of Priam and Hecuba. In vain does the ageing 
queen try to oppose Odysseus, entering into a vehement 
argument with him in the desperate attempt to save 
Polyxena’s life. But Polyxena unflinchingly faces her 
sacrifice, preferring death rather than slavery. When a 
veiled corpse is brought into Hecuba’s presence, she 
assumes it must be the body of her daughter, whereas it is 
actually the remains of Polydorus. Hecuba thus finds out 
about Polymestor’s betrayal, and sends for him; after 
beckoning him into her tent, she blinds him and kills his 
children. Agamemnon listens to the justifications put 
forward by both parties: judging that Hecuba was in the 
right, he condemns Polymestor to be abandoned ona 
lonely island. Beside himself with fury, Polymestor utters a 
prophecy predicting that Hecuba will be turned into a dog 
and will die, while Agamemnon and Cassandra will meet 
their death at the hand of Clytemnestra. 


Andromache. The Spartan Hermione, who is the daughter 
of Menelaus, has become the bride of Neoptolemus, but 
she cannot have children and is scorned by her husband. 


This is the reason why she is hostile towards the Trojan 
Andromache, a prisoner of war and the concubine of 
Neoptolemus, who has given him a son, Molossus. During 
a period of absence of Neoptolemus, who has travelled to 
Delphi, Hermione and her father Menelaus plot the killing 
of Andromache and Molossus. However, the intended 
victims are saved by the intervention of old Peleus, the 
father of Achilles and grandfather of Neoptolemus. 
Hermione fears her husband's reaction, but she receives 
protection from Orestes, to whom she had once been 
promised and who confirms his intention to marry her. 
With the help of Apollo, Orestes instigates the inhabitants 
of Delphi to rise up against Neoptolemus, who, 
accordingly, is put to death. In the ensuing scene where 
Peleus bewails the death of his grandson, there appears, 
ex machina, the goddess Thetis, Achilles’ mother. 
Subsequently, the burial of Neoptolemus takes place at the 
Delphic temple of Apollo, a marriage is arranged for 
Andromache, who is given to the Trojan Helenus in Epirus, 
Molossus will be the originator of a new royal house (the 
Molossians) and Peleus will be taken up among the gods. 


Making use of the model already used previously to great effect 
by Phrynichus and Aeschylus, the poet developed this series of 
plays from the painful viewpoint of the enemies who had been 
defeated by the Greeks. This was a perspective that was 
guaranteed to produce strong effects of pathos (and to be 
perceived by the audience as reassuring). However, for 
Aeschylus the foregrounding of the defeated was also a means 
of glorifying those who had actually emerged victorious (cf. The 
Classical Age III 2.2.4), whereas in the Euripidean tragedies the 
focus is only on the former of the two aspects: the suffering of 
the women who have been captured offers the opportunity to 
express absolute pain, the universal despair at the unbearable 
atrocities caused by all wars: death before one’s time, 
deportation, separation and breakup of family ties, 
enslavement, suffering. In Trojan Women the women, who are 
now widows and have been orphaned of their menfolk, declare 
one by one their present and future unfortunate condition; the 


tragedy then closes with the horrifying scenario of Troy in 
flames, a concrete symbol of the death and destruction that 
hangs ominously over everything. In Hecuba the aging queen 
cannot but witness the sacrifice of her daughter Polyxena (the 
parallelism with the story involving Iphigenia is evident), and 
she inevitably becomes aware of the luckless destiny of her son 
Polydorus and the treasonable disloyalty of Polymestor. In vain 
does she seek to defend Polyxena in the presence of Odysseus, 
but her revenge against Polymestor is successful and receives 
the approval of Agamemnon. The bloodshed has no end, further 
blood will be spilt, the chain of bereavements will have no end. 

Despite the clearly anti-Spartan tone (expressed above all in 
the sinister portrayal of the Spartans Menelaus and Hermione), 
the play Andromache is above all a metaphor of the conflictual 
and thus precarious nature of the human condition, riven as it is 
by hatred, jealousy and clashes, and dominated by the 
undecipherable action of the will of the gods. Andromache and 
her son Molossus, who run the risk of death on account of the 
scheming intrigues of Menelaus and Hermione, are saved by the 
intervention of Peleus. Hermione fears that her husband 
Neoptolemus will mete out a severe punishment against her, 
but Orestes offers her protection and, assisted by Apollo, he 
brings about the death of Neoptolemus. Only the supernatural 
intervention of Thetis provides a solution to the appalling and 
grievous web of hatred and death, but it is a partial and 
unsatisfactory solution, almost no more than a consolatory 
gesture, because Neoptolemus has been killed. This is a typical 
case of a tragedy focusing now on one, now on another 
character: Andromache, Hermione, Neoptolemus, Orestes, 
Peleus and finally Thetis all put in an appearance on the 
proscenium, thereby ushering in a change in the action and 
enriching the plot. 

Helen rehabilitated. Helen, the wife of Menelaus, who in the 
commonest tradition had followed Paris to Troy, thereby 
triggering the lengthy conflict between the Achaeans and the 
Trojans, is the protagonist of the play that bears her name as 
the title (EAévn). 


Helen explains in the prologue she was not the one who 
genuinely travelled to Troy: rather, it was an image of 
herself (e(SwAov). Her real person was abducted by 
Hermes, who handed her over to Proteus and bade him to 
look after her on the island of Pharos (facing towards the 
Egyptian coast) and then to deliver her safely back to 
Menelaus. But now Proteus is dead and his son 
Theoclymenus wishes to claim her as his wife. Menelaus, 
upon returning from Troy with a handful of companions 
and with the figure he believes to be Helen, is shipwrecked 
on the coast of Pharos. Here he learns that a different 
Helen is on the island, and while he wonders what course 
of action he should take, he meets her and can barely 
recognise her. When one of his companions tells him that 
the Helen who was shipwrecked together with him has 
disappeared, Menelaus realises what the true situation is 
and the couple can finally enjoy being reunited. With the 
crucial assistance of Helen, and aided by the conspiratorial 
solidarity of Theonoe - Theoclymenus’ sister - plans are 
made for their escape. Helen deceives Theoclymenus by 
reassuring him that she is more than ready to marry him, 
because she has received the news of the death of 
Menelaus: all she asks is that she be allowed to honour her 
husband by performing the funeral rites at sea, on a ship. 
With the boat placed at their disposal by Theoclymenus, 
Menelaus and Helen flee from Pharos. In the finale of the 
play, a messenger comes to report to Theoclymenus on 
the circumstances surrounding their flight; the Dioscuri, 
Helen’s divine brothers, appear ex machina and invite him 
to accept what has come about as the will of destiny and of 
the gods. 


As Stesichorus had done earlier in the Palinode (cf. The Archaic 
Age Ill 3.6.4, 3.6.5), Euripides revived the version of the myth that 
clears Helen of any guilt or direct responsibility for the outbreak 
of the war against Troy (her person was replaced by a ghost), 
and thus presents her as a positive figure. Euripides likewise 
carries out this “rehabilitation” of the character, portraying 
Helen as a self-aware and judicious person who behaves with 
composure, as can be seen in the direct interaction with 


Menelaus. While the male hero continues obsessively to flaunt 
the noble symbols of traditional military value (as the destroyer 
of Troy, a merit which, as we have seen, was actually the 
outcome of a misunderstanding, since Helen did not genuinely 
go to Troy), their deliverance depends on Helen’s intuition and 
humanitarian common sense. It is not difficult to perceive in this 
choice by Euripides a critical attitude towards war, portrayed as 
based on vain and illusory motives such as the ghostly spectre 
of Helen. Suffice it to mention that the tragedy was premiered in 
412, shortly after the Athenian military debacle in Sicily. 

But behind the denigration of war, other typically Euripidean 
themes can also be glimpsed: the fallacy of opinions and of 
knowledge-acquisition processes, the precariousness of man’s 
choices and the unreliability of human expectations, based as 
they are on deceptive appearances that lead to an unknown and 
inscrutable destiny, for better or for worse. After the ravages of 
SO many years of butchery and destruction carried out in the 
name of a cause that appeared imperative but which, on closer 
inspection, was futile because it was fictitious and illusory, in the 
end the undecipherable law of destiny has dictated that the 
paths travelled by Menelaus and Helen should cross once again, 
as a result of unforeseen developments and unexpected twists 
of fate. Thus the story can conclude with a happy end. In vain 
does Theoclymenus try to mount an opposition: the Dioscuri 
remind him that the weak human will is no match for the power 
of divine will. In this case, the choral refrain that closes the play - 
and which is found at the end of other Euripidean tragedies as 
well (1688-1692) - is fully appropriate: 


What heaven sends has many shapes, and many things 
the gods accomplish against our expectation. What men 
look for is not brought to pass, but a god finds a way to 
achieve the unexpected. Such was the outcome of this 
story. 


The concept of life as the result of a number of different factors, 
combined together by the higher and unfathomable law of 


destiny, has a parallel on the plane of dramaturgy: it is clearly 
reflected in the complexity of the plot, in accordance with a 
tendency that would become more pronounced above all in the 
drama of later decades (above all in fourth century comedy). 


2.8 The tragedies inspired by the Theban Cycle 


Three extant Euripidean tragedies were inspired by episodes of 
the Theban Cycle (for the myth, cf. The Classical Age III 2.2.5). In 
Suppliant Women (Ai ixettdEc, which is also the title of a tragedy 
by Aeschylus, though with a completely different content: cf. The 
Classical Age III 2.2.6), dating from 422 B.C., the protagonist is 
the chorus composed of the mothers of the Argive heroes who 
died in the siege of Thebes under the leadership of Polynices. 
Phoenician Women (Ai ®oivicoat), which was premiered perhaps 
in 411 or 409 B.C., stages precisely the episode that is 
presupposed in Suppliant Women, namely the fratricidal conflict 
between the two sons of Oedipus, Eteocles and Polynices, which 
is also the subject of Seven Against Thebes by Aeschylus. The 
subject of Bacchae (Baxyat), one of the plays composed at a late 
date (406 B.C., performed posthumously), concerns an episode 
of the primordial phase of the mythic saga linked to the city of 
Thebes: it deals with the theme of the cult of Dionysus, 
controversially introduced into the city by Pentheus, the 
successor of Cadmus. 


Suppliant Women. After a group of fighters came from 
Argos to capture Thebes, but died at the foot of the city 
walls, their mothers have travelled to Athens as suppliants. 
The Thebans have forbidden them to organise the burial 
of their sons’ bodies, and the mothers consequently 
demand an intervention by the Athenians. King Theseus 
agrees to listen to their supplication and, upon taking up 
arms against the Thebans, he defeats them. The bodies of 
the Argives are retrieved and set ablaze on a common 
funeral pyre: only the corpse of Capaneus, who was struck 
dead by a lightning flash from Zeus, is granted the honour 
of an individual funeral pyre. His wife Evadne then throws 


herself onto the flames from the height of an overhanging 
rock, with a dramatic gesture of great loving devotion. 
During the funeral rites Adrastus, the king of Argos, 
promises that his city will be eternally grateful to Athens. 
The goddess Athena then appears on the scene, and 
endorses a pact stating that the Argives will never attack 
Athens. Rather, they will come to the aid of the city in the 
case of need. The deity utters the prophecy that the sons 
of the deceased Argives (the Epigones) will conquer 
Thebes. 


It can be presumed that Suppliant Women was composed prior 
to the end of the first phase of the Peloponnesian War. The 
central theme of the play is, to a certain extent, traditional: a few 
characters go to Athens as suppliants in order to seek protection 
from King Theseus, the mythic hero revered as a paladin of the 
struggle against the violence and arrogant subjugation that is 
savagely meted out to the weak and the defenceless. We noted 
the same structure in the play of the same name by Aeschylus, 
which dates back to the 460s (Danaus’ daughters seek Theseus’ 
protection against the sons of Aegyptus), and also in Oedipus at 
Colonus, Sophocles’ last play, which was premiered several years 
after Euripides’ Suppliant Women (Oedipus and Antigone, exiled 
from Thebes, ask for hospitality of the Athenian king). 
Furthermore, striking similarities link the structure of Suppliant 
Women by Euripides to that of Children of Heracles (in which 
Heracles’ sons ask the Athenian king Demophon for help 
against Eurystheus, who is persecuting them). In actual fact, the 
praise lavished on the role of Theseus, defender of the weak 
against the oppressive action of the violent, in the same manner 
as he had already been portrayed previously by Aeschylus and 
as he would also be depicted by Sophocles, likewise became for 
Euripides a means to cast the role and situation of the Athens of 
his day in an extremely positive light. This notwithstanding, the 
play does betray a few veiled hints of critical observations on the 
demagogues’ management of power. Thoughts on the current 
events of his time can also be perceived in the hostility towards 


Thebes, the destruction of which is forecast, and the renewed 
assertion of the alliance between Athens and Argos; the latter 
aspect, which is emphasised by the prominent position awarded 
to this particular topic - placed as it is in the “grand finale” of 
the tragedy - reflects a motif involving Athenian propaganda 
that is already present in Eumenides by Aeschylus, on the subject 
of the alliance between Athens and Argos. 

It should, however, also be borne in mind that contemporary 
allusions of the subject-matter are concerned primarily to 
prompt the audience’s emotive response to the Argive women’s 
expression of distress, by insistently underlining the 
fundamental role played by kinship bonds and the feelings that 
form a link between the living and the dead. With the 
accentuation of the emotive aspects, the political considerations 
tend to be relegated to the background, thereby implicitly 
shifting the problems associated with the war from the public 
level of politics to the sphere of private and individual sensibility. 
Thus the aspect that is highlighted is the subjective and more 
dramatically personal dimension of pain, which perhaps reflects 
a sentiment that was widespread in Athens during the period in 
question, with the city entering into its tenth year of war. 


Phoenician Women. The Phoenicians are the Theban 
women who make up the chorus; they are so named in 
memory of the Phoenician origin of Cadmus, the founder 
of Thebes. After Oedipus has blinded himself, Eteocles and 
Polynices, who have now entered adulthood, are required 
to reign over Thebes in alternate years. But Eteocles has 
not obeyed the agreement and Polynices has laid siege to 
the city with the allied army of Argos. Polynices’ 
willingness to enter into talks with the aim of reaching an 
agreement is to no avail when faced with the intransigence 
of Eteocles; the attempt by Iocasta, their mother, to 
achieve a conciliation likewise fails, and the two brothers 
prepare for the confrontation, placing a hero at each of the 
seven gates of Thebes. The soothsayer Tiresias foretells 
the death of the two brothers, additionally predicting that 
Thebes itself will likewise be destroyed unless Creon, 


Iocasta’s brother, sacrifices his son Menoeceus. Creon 
does not have the heart to obey the oracle, but Menoeceus 
decides to sacrifice himself spontaneously for the good of 
his homeland. This at least saves the city from being laid 
waste, but both of the brothers meet their death in a duel; 
Iocasta, beside herself with grief, commits suicide. Creon 
then takes over the reins of power and decrees that 
Oedipus is to be sent into exile; additionally, Creon forbids 
the burial of Polynices. Antigone, having sought in vain to 
bury her brother, foregoes her plans for marriage with 
Haemon, the son of Creon, and leaves Thebes together 
with her father Oedipus. The foreboding words of an 
oracle prophecy that Oedipus is doomed to die at Colonus. 


The play Phoenician Women, as mentioned earlier, takes up again 
the theme of Seven Against Thebes by Aeschylus, but with 
freedom in organisation of the plot and with the very frequent 
insertion of some motifs that were of particular concern to 
Euripides. The liberties he took on the level of the plot concern 
above all the presence of certain details that modify the 
traditional myth, thus allowing a more effective dramatisation of 
the story and a more gripping and spectacular representation of 
the opposing forces. A case in point is the presence of Iocasta, 
portrayed in the tradition that was current in Euripides’ day as 
committing suicide after her discovery of the truth about 
Oedipus, whereas in Phoenician Women she fulfils the pathos- 
laden role of a mother attempting in vain to avert a fratricidal 
bloodbath among her offspring. After failing to still the 
hostilities, she throws herself on their lifeless bodies in her dying 
gesture. A similar feature can be seen in the case of the 
characterisation of Polynices, portrayed by Euripides as 
adopting a constructive yet fruitless attitude in the conflict that 
pits him against his brother: the resulting atmosphere is dense 
with an unquieting sense of insurmountable necessity that 
hangs heavily over the final decision to make preparations for 
the armed conflict. In the two characters of Iocasta and 
Polynices, the poet repeats the module of the ineffectual 
constructive intention in which the well-intended action is of no 


avail because it receives no positive response from the opposite 
party: it is therefore fatally destined to a tragic outcome of 
death, with a scene steeped in pathos. In an overall view of the 
play, several characteristic motifs of the Euripidean repertoire 
can be recognised. One such instance is that of the young 
person who accepts the sacrifice of his own existence for the 
good of his community (Menoeceus): this was a trusted feature 
of unfailing emotional impact, the most evident parallels of 
which are Iphigenia (in Iphigenia in Aulis) and Polyxena (in 
Hecuba). The concentration and amplification of aspects 
abounding in pathos highlight Euripides’ propensity, in his later 
years, to accentuate the dramaturgical elements likely to 
achieve the most spectacular effects and to arouse the greatest 
emotion among the audience. 


Bacchae. Dionysus has decided to punish both Agave (his 
mother Semele’s sister), who refuses to believe in his 
divine nature, and also Agave’s son, the king of Thebes, 
Pentheus, who is opposed to the spread of the Dionysian 
cult in the city. Pentheus aims to nip in the bud the 
orgiastic get-togethers of the Bacchae on Mount 
Cithaeron: even the two aged individuals Cadmus 
(Pentheus’ grandfather and the founder of Thebes) and 
Tiresias are very eager to take part in the new rites. They 
appear on the stage dressed in a manner Pentheus 
considers to be most undignified; he therefore accuses 
them of behaviour that does offence to their venerable 
age. At this point a stranger is captured, and is recognised 
as the person who introduced the new cult: in actual fact, it 
is none other than Dionysus himself, who has taken on the 
appearance of a human. Having then been thrown into 
prison, Dionysus avails himself of his supernatural powers 
and brings the ceiling down together with the whole 
building in which he was being held prisoner. Little by little 
Pentheus falls under the god's power of entrancement 
and ends up in the trap Dionysus has laid. Pentheus thus 
allows himself to be persuaded to climb up Mount 
Cithaeron, disguised as a woman, in order to spy on the 
revellers. The development of the offstage action is related 


by a messenger: the king had climbed up onto a tree in 
order to obtain a good view of the Bacchic ritual, but he 
was found out and Agave, together with the other 
deliriously raving women, made him fall to the ground and 
then cut him into pieces. Pentheus’ remains are brought 
onto the stage. Cadmus is left with the sad task of bringing 
his daughter back to her senses, revealing to her that the 
object pinned to the tip of her thyrsus like a trophy is, 
contrary to her assumption, the head not of a lion but of 
her own son, Pentheus. 


Bacchae, performed posthumously together with Iphigenia in 
Aulis, is chronologically the latest tragedy of the group and it 
reflects the problems addressed in the cultural and 
philosophical debate of the period. The play hinges above all on 
the opposition between appearances and reality and on the 
fading of trust in human rationality. The cult of Dionysus, which 
plays a central role in the tragedy, provides an ideal “pretext” 
for the representation of this crisis of reason, in the sense that 
the Bacchic delirium which takes possession of the devotees is 
an accentuated and highly expressive form of derangement that 
can unhinge an individual's rational consciousness, by the 
process of throwing the rational mind off balance and inducing 
hallucinations. The dividing line between appearance and reality 
becomes increasingly labile, eventually disappearing completely. 
The visible sign of this loss of self-awareness is conveyed by the 
idea of a disguise, a concept that recurs a number of times in 
the tragedy and takes on the meaning of renouncing one’s own 
identity, or intentionally camouflaging it. Dionysus, whom Agave 
and Pentheus refuse to recognise as a god, reveals himself to 
them in a deceptive manner, by the very fact of taking on the 
human form; Cadmus and Tiresias disguise themselves in 
effeminate clothing in honour of the god, though from the 
rational point of view of Pentheus they are behaving in a highly 
inappropriate manner for two elderly persons; Pentheus, finally 
bewitched by Dionysus’ charismatic power, also dons a disguise, 
camouflaging himself as a woman, but he fails to realise that the 


god is enticing him into a trap on Cithaeron; Agave, she who 
denied the divinity of Dionysus, has lost all sense of reason and 
unleashes on her son the homicidal fury of the Bacchae. 
Eventually, Pentheus’ obstinate resistance - a metaphor of 
reason opposing the irrational - is unable to protect him from 
being cut into pieces. This conveys a fundamentally pessimistic 
vision, in which man’s potential for controlling reality by making 
use of his rational faculties is seen as doomed from the very 
start: it thus has the disillusioned sour taste of a final 
assessment by a poet who now casts a distant glance at the 
decline of the world in which he has lived, and of life itself. 


2.9 Tragedies inspired by the saga of the Atreids 


The saga of the Atreids and, in particular, the events involving 
Agamemnon, provided the frame of reference for three 
surviving tragedies by Euripides. The subjects addressed all 
involve the revenge carried out by Orestes and his sister Electra 
and the resulting consequences (for the myth, cf. The Classical 
Age Ill 2.2.8). Electra ('HAEKtpa) was performed between 421 and 
417 (but in the view of others, in 413 B.C.) and it replicates, albeit 
with significant variants, not only the subject of Sophocles’ 
tragedy by the same name but also of Aeschylus’ Libation- 
Bearers. Thus it is a precious case - indeed the only one at our 
disposal - that enables us to compare the individual approach of 
the three great tragedians in presenting the same mythic 
subject. Iphigenia among the Taurians (‘Iptyéveta fh Ev Tavpots), 
which is hypothetically dated to 414 or 413, depicts Orestes’ 
atonement for his crime of matricide; what can be noted is that 
the events involving Iphigenia constitute the point of 
intersection between the Trojan mythic cycle and that of the 
Atreids (cf. The Classical Age V 2.7). Similarly, Orestes (Opéotns), 
dating from 408 B.C., revolves around the issue of the 
responsibility of Agamemnon’s son, whom human justice 
wishes to sentence to death. 


Electra. After the murder of Agamemnon has been 


committed, Aegisthus gives Electra to a peasant living in 
the surroundings of Argos, to be the man’s wife and 
thereby to ensure she stays away from the royal palace. 
Orestes then returns to Argos in the company of Pylades 
to avenge his father’s murder, and he shows up at the 
peasant’s house but without letting himself be recognised. 
Then Agamemnon’s old tutor, who has known Orestes 
ever since the latter was little, also arrives on the scene, 
having been summoned to the location; the old man 
reveals to Electra that he has found, at Agamemnon’s 
tomb, clear signs that the young man has come back. But 
Electra is far from being convinced. The recognition comes 
about when the tutor obtains proof of Orestes’ identity by 
recognising an ancient scar on his body. Orestes and 
Electra put into action their plan of revenge and kill not 
only Aegisthus but also their mother Clytemnestra. This 
terrible gesture leaves the two young people mentally 
exhausted and racked by anxiety-laden repentance, but at 
a certain point Castor and Pollux appear on the scene and 
announce the destiny that awaits them. Electra will be 
given in marriage to Pylades, and Orestes will become a 
wandering exile, pursued by the Erinyes all the way to 
Athens. The two murdered lovers will receive a burial, 
Aegisthus at the hand of the Argives, Clytemnestra 
through the action of her brother-in-law Menelaus. The 
tragedy closes with the Erinyes racing off in hot pursuit of 
Orestes. 


In comparison to Aeschylus and Sophocles, Euripides shapes the 
episode of the matricide in his own manner, that is to say, 
introducing greater complexity into the plot, and he adopts a 
less dramatically emphasised characterisation of the various 
figures. A lesser distance between the two female roles can be 
noted: here Electra does not have the strong and decisive 
personality of the Sophoclean figure, while Clytemnestra is 
realistically depicted in the contradictoriness of her state of 
mind; consequently, this portrayal contrasts with the 
determinedly hostile and cruel figure depicted by the other two 
tragedians. Orestes’ revenge is likewise less emphatically 


described, accentuating the problematic aspects of a form of 
justice which, in accordance with the divine will, is accomplished 
by resorting to an atrocious crime. The brother and sister's 
horror and repentance for the murders they have committed is 
so profound that the condition within the mind of the characters 
takes on the same relevance and effectiveness as the action 
itself (analogously, in Libation-Bearers Aeschylus materialised on 
the stage the internal process of remorse by means of the 
monstrous and disconcerting apparition of the Erinyes). The 
Dioscuri descend from above to produce a solution to the 
tormented astonishment of the matricides, but the conflict on 
the level of the individual conscience remains unresolved. 


Iphigenia among the Taurians. Iphigenia, saved by the 
intervention of Artemis as she was just on the point of 
being sacrificed in Aulis, now lives in Tauris (the present- 
day Crimean peninsula, on the Black Sea), where she has 
been assigned the priestly function of celebrating the 
religious rites of the goddess and performs human 
sacrifices in the name of the latter. At a certain point, 
Orestes arrives at the sanctuary, accompanied by Pylades; 
however, Orestes is completely unaware of his sister 
Iphigenia’s destiny. His task, according to the instructions 
given by Apollo, is to purloin the statue of Artemis from 
the local temple and take it to Attica: this will expiate his 
crime of matricide. But Orestes and Pylades are found out 
and it is decided that they are to be sacrificed to the 
goddess. However, before the sacrifice, a lengthy dialogue 
takes place between Iphigenia and the prisoners, whose 
identity remains unknown until the brother and sister 
recognise one another and decide to organise a plan for 
their escape. Resorting to a trick, Iphigenia manages to 
persuade King Thoas that the purification of the prisoners 
and the statue should be performed at sea; the threesome 
then moves away from the scene. A messenger arrives and 
reports that the prisoners have taken control of the ship 
and are trying to make their escape. Thoas plans to give 
pursuit but Athena, appearing ex machina, attributes the 
foregoing sequence of events to the will of the gods. 


Orestes will establish the cult of Artemis Tauropola and 
Iphigenia will be a priestess of Artemis in the temple of 
Brauron, in Attica. 


Similarly to Electra, which dates from more or less the same time 
period or at least is chronologically not far-removed, Iphigenia 
among the Taurians likewise presents a highly complex plot 
based on the mythic story, while accentuating the conflicts 
inherent in the circumstances that lead to marked friction in the 
relations among the characters. Many of the spectacular aspects 
are achieved by means of sudden developments that allow 
genuine coups de thédtre, such as unexpected recognition 
(between Orestes and Iphigenia, clearly replicating the motif of 
the recognition of Orestes and Electra) and the trick involving 
deceit (carried out at the expense of Thoas) put into effect as a 
means of escape. These are stratagems Euripides also utilised in 
the same years for the plot of Helen (but it is also worth 
mentioning the coup de thédtre in Hecuba, when the old queen 
finds out that the dead body she is staring at is none other than 
that the corpse of her son Polydorus). Another remarkable 
aspect, found in other Euripidean plays as well, is the exotic 
setting in an oriental region; in this case the location is Tauris, 
depicted as a place with barbaric habits and uncivilised customs. 
The theme of relations with those who are different or “other” 
than oneself, which was a motif frequently addressed by 
Euripides, here not only involves the broader issue of 
comparison and contrast between anthropological conceptions 
that are distant from one another, but also touches on the very 
concept of civilisation and barbarity. The motif of the heroine 
saved from the clutches of an uncivilised environment is also 
found in Medea, which dates from an earlier period, but in the 
latter play the protagonist, in contrast to the Greek Iphigenia, 
retains some horrifying aspects of her nature as a barbarian and 
a witch. 


Orestes. Orestes is awaiting judgement for his crime of 
matricide, which will be issued by the Argive assembly; he 


is counting on help from his uncle Menelaus, who has 
arrived at Argos with Helen. However, Tyndareus, the 
father of Clytemnestra and also of Helen, persuades 
Menelaus to leave Orestes and his sister Electra to their 
fate: and the brother and sister do indeed receive the 
death sentence. Pylades decides he will die together with 
them, though not before the threesome has wreaked 
revenge on Menelaus, by trying to kill Helen and capturing 
their daughter Hermione. A Phrygian servant arrives and 
reports that Orestes and Pylades have been unable to kill 
Helen because she has mysteriously disappeared. Ina 
scene dense with dramatic pathos, Orestes threatens to 
kill Hermione and to set the royal palace on fire; but 
suddenly Apollo appears as deus ex machina and reveals 
that Helen has been taken up into heaven among the 
gods; Apollo also states that the court to which Orestes will 
have to confess his crime is the Areopagus of Athens; after 
being cleared of guilt, Orestes will marry Hermione, while 
Pylades will marry Electra. 


Orestes is one of Euripides’ last tragedies (408 B.C.) and, like 
many of the tragedies already examined above, it shows the 
signs of the profound cultural transformation that was taking 
place at that time. The ongoing changes are reflected in the 
highly complex structure of the plot, which presents surprisingly 
frequent unexpected developments and sudden changes, as 
well as attention-catching scenes. Furthermore, the 
psychological and affective dimension of the characters plays a 
substantial role, with its underlying pessimistic view of life, 
whereby only through the miraculous and authoritarian 
intervention of a transcendent entity (the god Apollo) can an 
acceptable outcome be achieved. Another significant aspect 
concerns the freedom of composition Euripides exercises in 
reshaping the traditional mythic story, awarding priority to his 
own thematic and dramaturgical requirements over faithfulness 
to the traditional story. It should also be noted, first and 
foremost, that the poet takes up again the situation portrayed in 
Electra, modifying it, however, with the issue concerning the 


court proceedings Orestes is to face (in the other tragedy the 
Dioscuri intervened because they were full of anguish at the two 
matricides). Additionally, the attempt against Helen launched by 
Orestes and Pylades and the abduction of Hermione constitute 
new episodes, expressing the rebellion by the protagonist 
against a verdict regarded as iniquitous, but also serving the 
purpose of enlivening the action by means of highly striking 
stage effects. However, in Euripides’ tragedy the problem of 
individual responsibility and the relation between human justice 
and divine justice, which in Aeschylus’ Eumenides achieved a 
fairly reassuring solution on the plane of the ethical dimension, 
is not awarded similar treatment. In Euripides’ tragedy, such 
issues translate into the frenzied portrayal of the contradictory 
and desperate human condition, in which - despite the 
profound desire for justice - injustice and violence seem to have 
the upper hand. 


2.10 Ion 


The tragedy Jon (“Iwv), possibly dating from 411 B.C., proposes a 
secondary and recent version of the myth, according to which 
the ancestor of the Ionians - the ethnic group to which the 
inhabitants of Attica also belonged - was a son of the god Apollo 
and not, as maintained in the most ancient tradition, of the 
Thessalian Xuthus. This mythic reconstruction attributed greater 
Original purity to the bloodline, because it asserted the divine 
Origin of its kinsmen and excluded their descent from an 
ancestor belonging to a different ethnos, namely the Thessalian 
stock. We know that Sophocles also endorsed the new version, 
in his lost tragedy that bore the title of Creusa (the mother of 
Ion). 


At the beginning of the prologue the god Hermes reveals 
that Ion, the foundling brought up since earliest childhood 
by the Pythia in her sanctuary at Delphi, is Apollo’ son, 
conceived during intercourse with Creusa, the daughter of 
the king of Athens, Erechtheus. The god now wants 


mother and son to meet and recognise each other. Creusa 
and her husband Xuthus arrive at the temple to consult 
the oracle on the subject of their sterility. The response by 
the oracle declares that Xuthus’ son is the first male 
individual Xuthus will set eyes on as he leaves the temple. 
Stepping out from the temple, Xuthus meets Ion and 
convinces him that he, Xuthus, is Ion’s father, in the light 
of the oracular response. Creusa suspects that Ion is the 
fruit of an adulterous relationship involving her husband, 
and she prepares to kill the boy. Upon being found out by 
the boy, she herself is about to be killed by him, when the 
Pythia intervenes, showing Creusa the cradle in which Ion 
was found as a newborn, and the swaddling clothes he 
was wrapped in. All this provides irrefutable evidence that 
Creusa is the mother of Ion. The boy now begins to 
wonder who his real father may be. At this point Athena 
appears as dea ex machina and reveals to mother and son 
(but not to Xuthus, who is absent from the scene) the truth 
about events in the past and the future. Apollo is the boy’s 
real father, Xuthus and Creusa will have two children 
named Dorus and Achaeus, while Ion will be the 
progenitor of a long line of descendants who will give rise 
to the Athenian tribes. 


The taste for complexity of the plot, and an atmosphere of 
pessimism hanging heavily over the unfolding events, are the 
characterising features of this tragedy, as was also the case for 
other plays that were staged after the Athenian military rout in 
Sicily (413 B.C.). Apollo’s ambiguous oracle produces a chain of 
false impressions and misunderstandings which more than once 
lead the whole chain of events to the brink of catastrophe. 
Creusa is tempted to kill the individual who - unbeknownst to 
herself - is actually her own son, while Ion is completely 
unaware that the woman he is about to kill is really his mother. 
Only the prompt intervention of the Pythia, which gives the 
impression of being a crucial and completely unpredictable 
event, allows the recognition between mother and son (the 
expedient of the unexpected finding of objects that 
demonstrate a person’s identity was to become extremely 


popular in the New Comedy of Menander, cf. The Hellenistic Age 
II 1). Looking down with omniscience from on high, the gods 
hold humankind at their mercy and ridicule earthly mortals, 
encouraging their illusions and false assumptions. That in which 
man believes turns out to be false, and the truth - when it 
appears - shows itself with great delay (or indeed when it is too 
late), and is far-removed from man’s hopes and expectations. 
Such is the case of Creusa and Ion, for whom frustration and 
resentment are transformed into a happiness they had hardly 
dared hope for; such is the case, also, of Xuthus, whose delight 
at finding a son he was unaware of having is, in the view of all 
those concerned except in his own, a pathetic and ridiculous 
illusion. 


2.11 The satyr play Cyclops 


We also have a satyr play by Euripides, Cyclops (KUKAWW), which 
has come down to us through the medieval manuscript 
tradition: it is the only satyr play to have been preserved in its 
integral form ever since antiquity. The work draws inspiration 
from Homeric themes associated with the nostos of Odysseus 
who, upon his return from the Trojan War, is led by a series of 
vicissitudes to the cave of the Cyclops Polyphemus. 


Silenus and the Satyrs, who make up the chorus, have 
been imprisoned by Polyphemus and have become his 
servants; upon the arrival of Odysseus, they provide him 
with information about their overlord and about the 
treatment that awaits them. The Cyclops gobbles up two of 
Odysseus’ companions, which prompts Odysseus himself 
to take action, by blinding the monster after inebriating 
him with abundant libations of intoxicants. The Satyrs, 
while aspiring to be granted freedom, are terrified at the 
idea of taking part directly in the action; Odysseus 
therefore decides to seek the help of his own companions. 
After the plan has been set up, the Cyclops discovers 
Odysseus’ true identity and recognises the foregoing 
sequence of events as the result of an oracle that has 


come true. In the finale, the Cyclops has no option but to 
hurl curses at the fugitives. 


Not even the underlying light-heartedness of the satyr genre 
deterred Euripides from addressing the conflict that sets 
intelligent and astute rationality, represented by Odysseus, in 
Opposition to the guileless irrationality of the Satyrs or the 
equally irrational but obtuse and savage attitude of the Cyclops. 
The play shows clear traces of the thematic tendencies and 
modes of expression that characterised the Sophist debate of 
the period in question, ironically reflected in the arguments put 
forward by the Cyclops in connection with the pre-eminence of 
pleasure and wealth over respect for the law. A similar attitude 
can be perceived in Polyphemus’ support for the idea that it is 
right for the strongest to impose their own will: this too is a 
theme noticeably present in the Sophistic movement. In the 
finale of the play the rational hero triumphs over his adversities, 
but one should not overlook the semantic implications of the 
weapon that brings about his success, namely wine: a gift and a 
prerogative of Dionysus, the god of unrestrained and 
uninhibited irrationality. 


2.12 A spurious tragedy: Rhesus 


We have some information concerning the existence of a 
tragedy by Euripides entitled Rhesus (‘Pficoc), but doubts as to 
the Euripidean authenticity of the work that has come down to 
posterity with this title via the medieval manuscript tradition 
were voiced even in antiquity. Several features that are strikingly 
inconsistent with the formal characteristics of Euripidean drama 
have induced the majority of modern scholars to consider it as 
spurious and to attribute it to an unknown fourth-century B.C. 
author. The subject-matter of the play draws its inspiration from 
an episode narrated in Book X of the Iliad, centring on the 
hapless figure of the Thracian king Rhesus. 


Odysseus and Diomedes caught the Trojan Dolon by 
surprise as he was snooping in the Greek encampment, 
and they killed him. At this point they decide to carry out 
an incursion of their own into the Trojan camp, to kill 
Rhesus, the king of Thrace, who has come to bring help to 
the city of Troy that is in the grip of a tight siege. With the 
help of the goddess Athena, the two Greek heroes murder 
Rhesus in his sleep and wreak death and destruction 
among his soldiers. Diomedes seizes the Thracian king’s 
fabled mares. In the finale the Muse Terpsichore, Rhesus’ 
mother, bewails his hapless destiny. 


2.13 Thematic lines of Euripides’ plays 


In Frogs, the comic playwright Aristophanes presents the figure 
of Euripides as an innovator of traditional dramaturgy and an 
unconventional author; this was an image of the poet which not 
only became widespread but can also be found codified in 
Aristotle's Poetics (ch. 13). We will begin by examining the aspect 
concerning the characters portrayed in his works, which display, 
first and foremost, a demystification of the heroic role handed 
down by the mythic tradition, as well as a depiction of humble 
and low-class figures. Traditionally relegated to the background 
in drama and stage productions, such figures acquire full tragic 
dignity in Euripides (a paradigmatic example is Electra’s peasant 
husband). This non-traditional portrayal of his characters 
reflects Euripides’ search for realism in the psychological 
delineation of his figures and the setting of the action, together 
with a tendency towards representation of the feelings and 
situations of everyday reality. A significant testimony that such, 
indeed, was Euripides’ approach comes, once again, from 
Aristotle (Poetics 24, 1460b 33-34): “Sophocles said he created 
characters as they ought to be, Euripides as they really are.” 

We have seen that the influence of the Sophists, together 
with the climate of intellectual scepticism prompted by the 
wearying and long-drawn-out conflict with Sparta, led Euripides 
to espouse a position that expressed loss of faith in the 
possibility of appealing to reason as a tool for the interpretation 


of reality. However, his mistrust cannot be described as total: 
instead, it can be seen more in terms of a problem that calls for 
observation and debate, rather than as total loss of trust in 
reason. In this perspective, one could perhaps speak of 
misgivings as to whether reason can genuinely prevail in the 
analysis of reality and in the motives underlying human 
behaviour. A residual trust in the means of reason can at times 
be detected in Euripidean drama, but only insofar as rationality 
is placed at the service of the innermost and most irrational 
impulses of the human mind, as a tool helpful for achievement 
of an objective desired with almost obsessive intensity. This only 
seemingly contradictory - albeit certainly problematic - 
encounter between rationality and irrationality is a feature of 
some of the most original and powerful characters to have been 
penned by the genius of Euripides: Medea, Alcestis, Phaedra, 
women who are depicted in the conflict between irrational 
impulses and lucid rationality, or who are capable of putting the 
latter at the service of the former in a conscious analysis of 
reality, which constitutes the premise for decisive and effective 
action. It is no coincidence that these are female characters; at 
times the suggestion of a form of “feminism” in Euripides has 
been put forward (though in ancient times, for the same reason 
- i.e. for the way he portrayed female figures on the stage - he 
was accused of misogyny). However, it is more appropriate to 
interpret the author's interest in the world of women as part of 
his broader attention to the marginal groups of society, among 
whom women occupied a position beside the downtrodden and 
the down-and-outs. 

In parallel with this functional - yet also sceptical - view of 
rationality, Euripides did not neglect to devote attention to the 
crisis of cognitive and moral certainties and to the vision of 
reality as undecipherable and contradictory. Both of these 
aspects can be traced to the reflection of the Sophists, who 
based their arguments on a relativistic interpretation of the 
world and of mankind. The influence of Sophistic ideas on 
Euripidean drama can also be perceived in the great significance 
and structural importance of rhetoric competition (ag6dn logén). 


This consisted of dialectical exchanges, at times involving quite 
sharp conversational give-and-take between the characters, for 
which the dramatist made extensive use of the rhetorical 
devices found in public declamations. 

The latter aspect can be linked to another trait of Euripidean 
drama. In most of his production, accentuation of the emotive 
aspects proceeds hand in hand with the massive use of 
conceptual and argumentative elements; in the later tragedies, 
however, the emotive aspect predominates and can be regarded 
as designed to involve the audience more empathetically by 
means of spectacular on-stage events, though attention to the 
development of arguments and intellectual considerations was 
by no means neglected. 

Among the unconventional aspects of Euripidean drama, in 
which the poet flaunted his refusal to bow to convention, it is 
worth mentioning a problematic attitude to religion. His works 
tend to express scepticism towards faith in the gods and the 
traditional beliefs, as well as an attitude of critical 
intellectualism. One frequently finds the gods represented as an 
irrational and capricious force, which imposes its own 
contradictory and undecipherable will on fragile human destiny; 
thus man appears to be at the mercy of a constantly changing 
flux of events that involve him, that crush and overwhelm him 
without his being able either to dominate or understand them. 
Even in antiquity Euripides was accused of atheism: effectively, 
despite the frequent presence of divinities in his plays (in which 
the deus ex machina is a far from rare device), he embraces a 
basically non-religious view of existence, within which the role of 
the gods is that of giving rise to a casual combination of events 
(the weight of fate - tUyn - plays a dominant role) that is neither 
predictable nor decipherable by human reasoning. This leads to 
a demystification (but not a desecration) of the myth, no longer 
seen as a paradigm of human existence, but as a pathway for 
reflection on the condition and contradictoriness of mankind. A 
further linkage can be perceived, involving the theme of human 
relations, signalled as a lifeline and a refuge, in the silence of 
god and of reason. 


As we have seen, moments of reflection and judgement on 
current affairs in Athens can likewise be traced in the works of 
Euripides. For instance, in a tragedy such as Children of Heracles, 
pervaded though it is by a general atmosphere of pessimism 
regarding the human condition, there is a sense of the role of 
Athens as the guarantor of freedom and of the rule of law 
versus the oppression and brutality of the powerful. This points 
to the playwright’s basic support for the policies of Pericles, 
which aimed to reinforce the hegemonic role of the polis, and 
conveyed at the same time an idealised image of the city itself. 
The same hope in the role of Athens also persists in Suppliants, 
which was performed a few years after Pericles’ death. During 
the era of the demagogues, a period in which military difficulties 
were beginning to appear threateningly on the horizon of 
Athens, Euripides increasingly turned away from active 
commitment; even so, he spared no criticism of some aspects of 
the contemporary political situation, expressing his disapproval 
mostly through an overtly hostile position towards military 
undertakings, such as the attitudes foregrounded in Helen. The 
disastrous Athenian expedition to Sicily (415-413 B.C.) appears 
to have had a particularly adverse effect on the poet; this may 
explain, on the one hand, the accentuation of a negative tone in 
his works, and on the other, the expression of a form of 
escapism through flights of fancy and highly intricate plots, in 
tragedies such as Helen and Ion. Seeking to react to his 
despondency, during the final years of the war against Sparta, 
Euripides left Athens for Macedonia and composed plays 
(Iphigenia at Aulis, Bacchae) that pointed towards a veritable 
propensity for escapism, with a sense of detachment from 
contingent problems. We may read such tendencies as a 
symptom of disillusionment and loss of confidence in the wake 
of the events and the collapse of Athens. 


2.14 Language and style 


The desire to achieve psychological and realistic portrayal of the 
characters is reflected in Euripides’ language, which often loses 


its composed and rigorous nature, tending instead to reproduce 
the unsystematicity of real discourse. In various other cases, the 
characters’ mode of speech takes on the features of the type of 
speech used in presenting arguments, with careful attention to 
the logic of connected speech, also drawing inspiration from 
Sophistic rhetoric. In the recited parts one notes a tendency to 
abandon the high style in favour of speech forms which more 
closely matched day-to-day speech forms, as can be observed 
above all in the use of colloquialisms. Such developments are a 
prelude to analogous aspects that appear in Middle Comedy 
and New Comedy (cf. The Classical Age VI 2 and The Hellenistic Age 
II 1). In the lyrical parts, on the other hand, there predominates 
a desire to achieve highly expressive forms of language, not 
devoid of neologisms and striking rhetorical expedients. Among 
the most characteristic rhetorical expedients, it is worth noting 
the personification of abstract concepts, as in the case of Tyché. 


3 Minor Fifth-Century-B.C. tragedians 


3.1 Ion of Chios 


In comparison to the first tragic poets who were active prior to 
Aeschylus or were his contemporaries, we have more extensive 
information and a greater number of fragments concerning the 
authors who worked during the same years as Sophocles and 
Euripides, namely in the second half of the fifth century; 
however, only fragments of their productions survive. 

Ion of Chios was born around 490 and made his debut as a 
tragedy writer roughly around the middle of the century 
(according to the Suda lexicon, between 452 and 449). He lived 
and was active in Athens, where he cultivated the acquaintance 
of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Pericles and Socrates. He composed 
both prose and poetry, with his prose works including 
Foundation of Chios (Xiou Ktiotc, though an ancient testimony 
states that it was an epic poem), Epidemiai or Visits (EmtSnpiat) 
and the philosophical work Triagmos (Tptayyos). In the field of 


poetry he composed dithyrambs, elegies, monodies and hymns. 

As far as his production for the theatre is concerned, the 
data provided by the Suda lexicon are somewhat unclear, but 
they appear to indicate that he was credited with at least ten 
tetralogies. His success among both his contemporaries and the 
Alexandrian philologists of the Hellenistic Age is testified by the 
fact that the latter included him in the canon of the five tragic 
poets. In the treatise On the Sublime (33, 5), Ion is compared to 
Sophocles: the author states that Oedipus Tyrannus by Sophocles 
was, in its own right, worth the entire collection of tragedies by 
Ion. We have knowledge of titles that drew their inspiration from 
subjects addressed by the three major tragedians, such as 
Agamemnon, Alcmene, Argives, Teucer. Some of his plays 
addressed the events involving Odysseus: Laertes and Guards 
(Ppoupoi), the latter devoted to the episode of Odysseus’ 
mission that led to his foray into Troy, dressed up as a beggar. 
Eurytides (EUputidat) staged the conflict between Eurytus, the 
sovereign of Oechalia, and Heracles, who was clamouring to 
have Eurytus’ daughter Iole as his wife, and the consequent 
slaying of the king’s sons at the hand of the hero. We have 
fragmentary knowledge of the satyr play Omphale (Ouaan), 
which was named after the queen of Lydia who forced Heracles 
to be her slave. It is unclear whether the work bearing the title 
Meya 5pGua (Mega Drama or “big play”) was a tragedy (cf. the 
comedy Plays or Centaur by Aristophanes). 


3.2 Critias and Agathon 


The tradition attributes several plays to Critias, wnom we 
encountered earlier in connection with fifth-century philosophy 
(cf. The Classical Age IV 1.6). We know little more than the title of 
three tragedies - which, among other things, the ancient 
sources indicated as possibly being works by Euripides: Tennes 
(Tévvnsc), Rhadamanthys (PaSdayuavuc) and Pirithous 
(Netpi8ous), the last of which dealt with the expedition to the 
underworld undertaken by Theseus and Pirithous in order to set 
Persephone free. Critias was also said to be the composer of the 


satyr play Sisyphus (Ziou@os): in a fragment it is stated (in line 
with some theological conceptions of the Sophists, of which 
Critias was a supporter) that the gods are an invention of 
mankind, designed to guarantee man’s observance of the laws. 

In the period around the middle of the century, Athens saw 
the birth of Agathon, who was destined to become a fairly well 
known figure in the polis; he appears or is mentioned ina 
number of surviving literary works, such as Protagoras and 
Symposium by Plato and Women at the Thesmophoria by 
Aristophanes. His works were noticeably influenced by Sophistic 
ideas, which he found congenial. He is argued to have 
introduced a number of dramaturgical innovations that 
revolutionised the traditional structure of plays: for instance, he 
awarded greater independence to the chorus, which performed 
intermezzos (referred to as €uBoOAtwa, embolima, by Aristotle) 
with content that was detached from the storyline of the 
episodes. Furthermore, it appears that Agathon made use of the 
new dithyrambic musical form which had arisen between the 
late fifth century and the early fourth century, adapting it to 
tragedy, and also introducing further modifications concerning 
the musical aspects. For instance, he introduced modes into 
tragedy that were unusual for this form of theatre performance 
(such as those known as hypodoric and hypophrygian); he also 
created a blend of the chromatic and diatonic kinds (cf. The 
Classical Age VII 2.1, 2.2). According to Aristotle (Poetics 9, 1451b 
21), in the tragedy Antheus (Avec) Agathon portrayed totally 
invented happenings and figures: in other words, totally made- 
up elements, in no way taken from myth. Among the known 
titles, mention can be made of Aérope, Alcmaeon, Mysians, 
Telephus and Thyestes. 


3.3 Other tragic poets 


The list of a certain number of tragic poets, about whom we 
know extremely little and who are of trifling significance for the 
history of the literature that has come down to us, does not 
serve a merely erudite purpose. Rather, it makes a valuable 


contribution that underscores how rich the production was and 
how vast was the cumulative body of authors of Classical Greek 
tragedy, and thus how vast is the total of works we have lost as 
a result of the selection that has taken place over the centuries. 

The Alexandrian canon of the tragic poets, to which 
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and Ion belonged, also included 
Achaeus I of Eretria, born a few years before 480, who was the 
author of tragedies but, above all, of satyr plays. The titles and 
fragments of about twenty plays are known. 

The sources mention numerous other authors of tragedies, 
who took part in the drama competitions alongside the major 
tragedians, occasionally defeating them: here it will suffice to 
cite a few examples. Aristarchus of Tegea was the author, 
among other works, of Achilles, Tantalus and Asclepius. 
Aeschylus’ son, Euphorion, won the first prize four times with 
the staging of performances of his father’s plays, and in 431 he 
defeated both Sophocles and Euripides (the latter was 
participating with Medea). Aeschylus’ grandson, Philocles I 
(Oedipus, Philoctetes, Penelope, Priam and others) defeated 
Sophocles, who was participating with Oedipus Tyrannus. Among 
the plays by Iophon, the son of Sophocles, the plays entitled 
Achilles, Actaeon, Bacchae or Pentheus, Destruction of Ilium, should 
be mentioned. Euripides the Younger, the son or grandson of 
the great tragedian, arranged a posthumous staging of his 
father’s (or grandfather's) plays Iphigenia in Aulis, Bacchae and 
Alcmaeon at Corinth. Xenocles was the author of a tetralogy that 
included Oedipus, Lycaon, Bacchae and the satyr play Athamas, 
with which he defeated Euripides in 415 (Trojan Women). 

We also know the names of other authors of tragedies, who 
are ridiculed in Aristophanes’ comedies: Carcinus I (winner of 
the competition at the 446 games), Morsimus (son of Philocles 
I), Melanthius, Morychus and Theognis. 


4 Old Comedy 


4.1 Sicilian dramatic production: Epicharmus and Sophron 


4.1.1 Epicharmus and Sicilian comedy 


Ancient Sicily can boast a rich tradition abounding in comic 
performances, now completely lost. This disappearance can very 
likely be explained by the basically extemporaneous nature of 
the performances, in which improvisation (also in the form of 
mime) frequently played a major role. Epicharmus is the major 
figure in this tradition, and he may well have been instrumental 
(or at least the figure most substantially involved) in the 
transition from rudimentary make-believe or folk entertainment 
to forms of shows and theatre performances with a literary 
dignity of their own. 

Probably born at Megara Hyblaea, Epicharmus lived 
between 530 and 435 and was active in the first half of the fifth 
century (his akmé is estimated to have been roughly in the 
period of the 73rd Olympiad, i.e. the years 488-485), above all at 
Syracuse, where he was in contact with the tyrant Hieron. 
Various items of information on Epicharmus have come down to 
us via the ancient tradition, but they are of dubious credibility, 
such as the suggestion that he was a disciple of Pythagoras. 
Plato (Theaetetus 152e) considered him to be the best comic 
poet. In a passage from Aristotle's Poetics (5, 1449b 5) the text of 
several manuscripts lists him together with Phormis, placing 
him among those who gave a degree of dignity to the form of 
the scenic fable (uU@0c). However, this may have been an 
interpolation in the Aristotelian text. Be that as it may, there can 
be no doubt that Epicharmus should be recognised as having 
played a major role in the formation of the comic genre. 

The sources attribute to him between 35 and 40 plays; we 
have knowledge of 37 titles and over 200 fragments that have 
come down to us via the indirect tradition or from papyri. The 
absence of lyric fragments has led to the suggestion that 
Epicharmus’ comedies did not call for the presence of the 
chorus; however, such a supposition is not only weak in its own 
right, in that it is founded on an argument ex silentio in a 
situation where so very little of the entire production has 
survived, but it also seems to be undermined by some titles of 


plays that would appear to refer precisely to the components of 
the chorus (Dancers, Bacchae, Sirens). The use of the chorus can 
also be surmised from the ancient testimony of the metrical 
writer Hephaestion (second century A.D.), who stated that 
Dancers and Epinician were composed in catalectic anapaestic 
tetrameters, a metre that was normally used for the chorus. 
From a structural point of view, it can be deduced from a few 
titles (for instance Adyoc kai Aoyiva, Logos and Logina) that the 
comedies of Epicharmus went beyond the simple juxtaposition 
of short comic scenes, and introduced a type of dialogic 
interaction among the characters. This innovation could have 
given rise to the epirrhematic competition of Attic comedy. 

The known titles are helpful in gaining insight into the 
themes of the comedies. First and foremost, they are based on 
the mythic and epic repertoire, treated with a parodic attitude: 
the figure of Heracles, frequently depicted as a glutton and a 
boozer, appears in plays such as Wedding of Hebe, Bousiris, 
Heracles and the Girdle (of Hippolyta) and Heracles at Pholus’ 
house; the adventures of Odysseus provided the inspiration for 
Odysseus the Deserter, Odysseus Shipwrecked, Cyclops and Sirens. 
Other titles call to mind the Trojan saga (Trojans, Philoctetes). 
That certain titles coincide with those of satyr plays composed 
by the tragic authors has led to the suggestion of an affinity 
between the two genres: Sphinx (one also by Aeschylus), Amycus 
(also a play by Sophocles), Cyclops, Bousiris and Sciron (all three 
are also plays by Euripides). On the other hand, there were 
other known comedies by Epicharmus that depicted aspects of 
everyday life, such as The Rustic, Pots and The Megarian Woman: 
in these plays the characters were gradually to take ona 
characterisation that subsequently became typicised and thence 
was incorporated into the later forms of comedy. An affinity with 
mime seems to be reflected in a title such as Pilgrims; finally, 
contemporary events provided the inspiration for Islands, which 
made reference to the contrast between the tyrants Hieron of 
Syracuse and Anaxilas of Rhegium. It should be borne in mind, 
however, that the kind of comedy attributed to Epicharmus by 
the tradition, and likewise to the Attic comedy writer Crates, was 


a type of comic production that generally did not indulge in 
ridiculing contemporary figures. 

The language of Epicharmus’ plays is Syracusan Doric 
dialect, peppered with colloquialisms, allusions to Homeric 
language and terms taken from the non-Greek Sicilian 
language. Gnémai figure rather prominently in his production, 
though it is conceivable that this was the outcome of the 
traditional selection of the fragments, which are often cited by 
the ancient witnesses precisely because they contain a gnome. 


4.1.2 Sophron and mime 


Mime is a genre of drama which, in its literary prose form, 
originated in Sicily not long after Epicharmus. As was the case 
for comedy, its earliest manifestations may perhaps be related 
to phallophoriai, and they certainly shared a number of features 
with pre-literary forms that were more or less impromptu 
performances and were not fixed in a clearly pre-arranged form. 
Aristotle (Poetics 1, 1447b 10) included mime among the genres 
that were characterised by imitation of reality: on this basis, he 
likened mime to Socratic dialogue. We know that Plato brought 
Sophron’s mimes to Athens from Sicily (Diogenes Laertius, Lives 
of Eminent Philosophers III 18) and that he probably used them 
as a source of inspiration for the composition of his 
philosophical dialogues. 

Sophron was active in the Syracusan world of drama a little 
later than Epicharmus, in the second half of the fifth century: we 
have knowledge of 10 titles and approximately 150 fragments. 
The titles allude to the characters who play a role on the stage, 
all of whom are taken from everyday life: Tunny-Hunter, The 
Fisherman to the Farmer, Messenger, The Women Viewing the 
Isthmian Festival, Sewing Women (or, according to other scholars, 
The Physician Women), Mother-in-law. The language utilised by 
Sophron is Doric, enriched by colloquialisms and proverbial 
expressions. The Suda lexicon asserts that Sophron’s mimes 
were in prose, but a few surviving fragments clearly show a 


metrical structure. It has therefore been suggested that his 
works involved a rhythmical form of prose. 

Mime was extremely popular in the Hellenistic Age, when 
Sophron’s works acted as a source of inspiration for the poetry 
composed by Theocritus and Herodas: for instance, Women 
Viewing the Isthmian Festival was imitated by Theocritus in 
Syracusan Women and by Herodas in Women Dedicating and 
Sacrificing to Asclepius. 


4.2 Attic Old Comedy 
4.2.1 Comedy and the democratic polis 


The development of Attic Old Comedy (fh apxaia kwyWwsia, a 
definition that dates back to the Alexandrian philologists) is 
conventionally limited to the fifth century B.C. Even the 
comedies of Aristophanes composed in the early decades of the 
fourth century already show an evolution of the dramaturgical 
themes and characteristics that begin to distance them from Old 
Comedy, gradually moving them closer to the themes of Middle 
Comedy. 

In contrast to Sicilian comedy, which is attested by the 
fragments of Epicharmus and the available evidence concerning 
his work, comic drama in Attica during the second half of the 
fifth century did not restrict the subjects of its plays to the 
mythological repertoire that had formed the mainstay of epos, 
lyric poetry, tragedy and the satyr drama. Starting from the age 
of Pericles, some Attic comedy writers preferred to establish 
closer and more direct links between their plays and the life of 
the polis of their day, which they generally portrayed from an 
ironic perspective, with a satirical and caricatural tone. 
Mythological subjects are present in the works of the earliest 
authors of comedy, but this was a type of content which, 
starting from the middle of the fifth century, became a minority 
tendency or even disappeared completely. The concrete and at 
times quite crude conflicts that were a feature of life within the 


polis constituted the bulk of the comedy repertoire in the final 
decades of the century, in the context of Periclean and post- 
Periclean radical democracy in Athens, with the Peloponnesian 
War still raging in the background (cf. The Classical Age III 1.5.3). 


4.2.2 The first phases of Attic Comedy 


We have the names of over forty comedy authors who lived and 
were active in Athens during the fifth century and at the 
beginning of the fourth. For most of these there remains little 
more than fragments, although for some we have greater 
knowledge by virtue of more abundant surviving passages. Only 
for Aristophanes do we have entire comedies (11), as well as a 
large number of fragments. We have information transmitted by 
the Marmor Parium, which claims that the inventor of the genre, 
around 570 B.C., was a certain Susarion, whom other sources 
define as being of Megarian origin (on the contribution of 
Megarian farce to the formation of comedy, cf. The Classical Age 
III 1.4.3). 

Comedy was granted official recognition by the state much 
later than was the case for tragedy. Some insight into the 
beginnings of Attic comedy can be gleaned from an entry in the 
Suda lexicon, where we are told that the poet Chionides (also 
mentioned by Aristotle, Poetics 3, 1448a 34) set up comedy 
performances “eight years before the Persian Wars”: this would 
give us a date of 486 B.C. if the calculation is inclusive of the 
initial and final dates; if the latter are not taken into 
consideration, then we have the date of 488. Thus the 
information we typically find in the majority of the handbooks, 
namely that 486 B.C. marked the date when Chionides obtained 
the first officially recognised victory, is a somewhat cursory 
statement. The passage from Aristotle also mentions Chionides’ 
contemporary Magnes (recalled, in a comedy by Aristophanes 
performed in 424, Knights 520-525, as an ageing author whose 
career was waning). Magnes is said to have won no fewer than 
eleven times (the first clearly recorded victory dates from 472). 


Athenaeus also makes mention of the title of a comedy by 
Ecphantides (Satyrs), who took part in the drama competitions 
towards the middle of the century, obtaining his first victory in 
the period between 457 and 454. 


4.2.3 The first generation of comedy authors 


We have greater information regarding a number of other 
comedy authors, and a distinction between two generations is 
usually made. The first generation, whose life unfolded mainly 
prior to the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War and also before 
the great production by Aristophanes, includes the life and 
works of Crates, Pherecrates, Callias, Teleclides and Cratinus. 
Crates. Crates, active in the roughly twenty years prior to the 
Peloponnesian War and dying before 424, was an author whose 
comedies were fundamentally nonpartisan and dealt with 
mythological topics, in the manner of Epicharmus (this accounts 
for the assumption, made by some scholars, that Crates 
represented a sort of linkage between Sicilian and Attic 
comedy). Crates became the butt of some of Aristophanes’ 
polemical attitudes expressed in Knights, in Assemblywomen and 
in Wasps. In the latter, the character Bdelycleon rejects the wise 
words (Aoyol oeuvol) of his father Philocleon, which reflect the 
style favoured by Crates; this dispute points to the rejection of a 
form of poetry that drew inspiration from fable rather than from 
concrete events (an issue which, in turn, highlights the problems 
that revolved around the question of the utility of poetry, and 
against the representation of stories and characters far- 
removed from reality). On the other hand, in Poetics Aristotle 
gives a positive assessment of Crates’ comedy, arguing that it 
focuses on what is valid “in general” (ka80Aou) and not on the 
contingent particulars of the iauBiKn idéa (iambiké idea, 
“salacious speech referring to a real context”). Aristotle's 
favourable appraisal can to some extent be explained by 
assuming that the overall tone of Crates’ plays was by no means 
aggressive: this consideration may, in turn, have led Aristotle to 


feel they showed some affinity with the characteristics of Middle 
Comedy, which was closer to the kind of style Aristotle 
appreciated. We have knowledge of Crates’ production in the 
form of 8 titles and 60 or so fragments. 

Pherecrates. The themes that formed part of Crates’ 
repertoire were also embraced by his pupil, Pherecrates, who 
made his debut as an actor in his master’s comedies. Nineteen 
titles of works by Pherecrates have come down to us (referring 
to eighteen comedies, if two titles refer to the same work), 
though the attribution is not certain for all of the compositions. 
He is known to have obtained three victories. Some of 
Pherecrates’ plays involve fantasy stories and imaginary 
settings: for instance, a mythological subject formed the basis 
for Ant-Men, evoking the origin myth that depicted the people of 
the Mirmidons as originating from ants. Tiddlers (Krapataloi) was 
based on a literary background: krapataloi (kpattataAol) was the 
imaginary name created to designate the monetary currency 
used in the Netherworld, and the play staged the figure of 
Aeschylus in Hades (it was thus a forerunner of the theme 
addressed in Frogs by Aristophanes). Some of Pherecrates’ 
comedies endowed the characters with a psychological 
characterisation, a feature that would subsequently become a 
standard element of subsequent comic drama (above all in New 
Comedy). For instance, Corianno portrays the conflict between a 
father and a son focusing on love for a courtesan. Certain titles, 
in which characters from a “bourgeois” background make an 
appearance, likewise seem to prefigure the subsequent 
developments of comedy. 

Callias and Teleclides. To our knowledge, these two 
dramatists were among the first to address themes from the 
realm of politics, aiming their shafts of comic verve directly at 
Pericles. The fragments of Callias, to whom the Suda lexicon 
attributes six comedies, allow a glimpse of a derisive portrayal of 
Pericles, who is seen asking Aspasia for tips on the best way to 
engage in public speaking. Teleclides, in the comedy Magistrates, 
regrets the passing of the age of Themistocles and of the 
victories over the Persians, as compared to the overweening 


power of Pericles that is causing upheavals in society. 

Cratinus. The best known - and for us, the most significant - 
author of the first generation is Cratinus, who was decidedly 
influential in orienting the themes of comedy towards 
contemporary political affairs. He was born before 480 and 
obtained his first victory in a drama competition held in 453. His 
appreciation by the public allowed him to achieve three victories 
at the Lenaea and six at the Dionysia. The sparkling energy of 
his satirical poetry is well testified by Aristophanes, who 
compared him to a turbulent river in spate that sweeps aside 
any obstacles it finds in its way (Knights, 526-536). He died 
around 420. We know the title (in some cases, literally no more 
than that) of 28 comedies. Some of these dealt with mythic 
subjects, such as Odysseus and Company, Busiris and Dionysuses; 
in other cases, the mythic theme is intricately bound up with 
Cratinus’ polemical stance in civic affairs, namely his critical 
attitude towards the policies enacted by Pericles in connection 
with the Peloponnesian War. This /eitmotiv persisted even after 
the death of Pericles, as testified by a fragment of Men of 
Seriphos (which concerned the episode in which the crate 
containing Danae and Perseus arrived on the island of 
Seriphus). The fragment in question included a satirical 
reference to Cleon, the warmongering demagogue who played 
a key role in the political situation in Athens between 429 and 
422 B.C. 

A papyrus found at the Egyptian locality of Oxyrhynchus has 
provided us with a hypothesis (i.e. a plot’s summary) of the 
comedy entitled Dionysalexander. It relates that the god 
Dionysus, having taken on the appearance of Alexander (the 
other name of Paris), expresses on his behalf a judgement on 
the beauty of the goddesses, choosing Aphrodite and obtaining 
Helen as a gift from her. Once the Trojan War has broken out, 
Paris unmasks Dionysus’ true identity and succeeds in 
kidnapping Helen, while the god seeks refuge amid the chorus 
of Satyrs. From the evidence of this summary of the comedy, 
Cratinus was critical of Pericles who, Cratinus argued, was 
playing a waiting game in the Peloponnesian War; the character 


of Dionysus alludes allegorically to Pericles, who, after 
provoking the outbreak of the war, had adopted a delaying 
strategy. On the basis of this reference, the play is dated to 430, 
the second year of the war and the year before the statesman’s 
death. A sardonic depiction of Pericles, shown as being mocked 
by Zeus and Nemesis, is also found in Nemesis, a play focusing 
on the birth of Helen, the ultimate cause of the Trojan War. Ina 
surviving fragment the epithet Kapatoc (Karaios, “tall-headed”), 
referring to Zeus, makes an ironic allusion to Pericles, known to 
have a head with a strange shape, and the identification Zeus- 
Pericles is equivalent to defining the latter as “father of the 
war.” Pericles’ physical defect was also ridiculed in Thracian 
Women, where the politician was defined as “Zeus the onion- 
head.” 

Some comedies were more directly devoted to a satirical 
representation of the current affairs and domestic policy of 
Athens. For example, there are cases where the author clearly 
expresses a polemical position against the democratic group led 
by Pericles and subsequently by the demagogues, who 
introduced radical social and constitutional reforms and 
supported an imperialistic and anti-Spartan foreign policy. The 
attacks against Pericles and nostalgia for the past emerge ina 
fragment of Archilochuses, which laments the passing of Cimon; 
in Chirons, Pericles is defined as “the most powerful tyrant” 
(uEyLotos TUpavvoc) and his wife Aspasia is portrayed as a 
concubine; in Wealth-Gods, possibly dating from 429, a reference 
is made to the end of “tyranny,” probably in reference to the 
death of Pericles (who died in the epidemic that broke out in 
Athens during the year in question). 

The last comedy by Cratinus, Wine-Flask (Nutivn), led the 
poet to victory in the 423 Dionysia. In the play, he depicts 
himself as the bridegroom of Comedy but in love with 
Inebriation (the poet thus gives an ironically self-deprecating 
response to the charge of being a toper that was levelled 
against him by Aristophanes in Knights); finally, love blossoms 
again between Cratinus and Comedy and they make it up. 


4.2.4 The second generation of comedy authors 


The social and political conflict within the polis, which was 
characterised by the at times quite dramatic clash between 
different interests, had been radicalised by the outbreak of the 
Peloponnesian War (in 431). The responsibility for the war fell 
squarely on the shoulders of the democratic party and its leader 
Pericles, with whom the imperialistic and anti-Spartan positions 
of the Athenian political scene had been taken to extremes. The 
conservative opposition, which acted as a refuge for the rich 
class of big landowners (the knights) but also for the small 
landowners of the various demes, espoused a position 
favouring peace with Sparta and its allies, because the threat of 
armed conflict was leading to an inevitable flight from the fields: 
the peasants, abandoning their crops, were taking refuge en 
masse within the city walls, seeking a safe haven away from the 
danger of enemy incursions. In contrast, classes with less 
inherited wealth, such as the merchant population, cherished 
the hope of obtaining advantages and considerable speculative 
gains from activities linked to the state of war. These concrete 
interests, partly also entwined with personal expectations, 
increased the support awarded by the majority of city-dwellers 
first and foremost to the imperialist approach of Pericles, and 
then to the warmongering radicalism of the demagogues. The 
second generation of comedy authors hurled a barrage of 
objections against the excesses of radical democracy and also 
against the resulting outright demagogic debasement. Among 
such authors one may mention - in addition to Aristophanes - 
Hermippus, Eupolis, Plato and Phrynichus (for other authors, 
such as Ameipsias, Philonides and Leucon, no more than just a 
few titles are known). 

Hermippus. Hermippus won his first victory at the Lenaea in 
429. He is credited with composing 40 plays, for which we have 
knowledge of 10 or so titles and a few fragments. His hostility 
towards Pericles led him to sue Aspasia for impiety and pimping 
(Plutarch, Life of Pericles 32); in his works Hermippus expresses 
an aversion for the politician’s warmongering and delaying 


approach, as well as his immoral lifestyle (for example, in Fates), 
and he attacks the demagogues Cleon and Hyperbolus. Political 
controversies very likely figured in other comedies as well, such 
as Soldiers or She-soldiers, Demesmen and Basket-bearers, while 
plays such as Europa, Gods and Birth of Athena, involved a 
mythological subject. The comedy entitled Agamemnon may 
have been a parody of Aeschylus’ tragedy. 

Eupolis. Just a little older than Aristophanes, Eupolis was 
born in 446 and made his debut in 429; he died at a fairly young 
age, around 411. Of the 17 comedies by Eupolis known to the 
ancients, 14 titles have come down to us: loved and appreciated 
by the Athenian public, he obtained several victories in which he 
defeated Aristophanes. Eupolis was also among those who took 
a stance against democratic radicalism, though he was 
somewhat more respectful in his treatment of the figure of 
Pericles (who died in 429, the year of Eupolis’ debut), primarily 
because the demagogues who ruled the city during the years in 
which Eupolis was active as an author were felt to be - and 
indeed were - vastly inferior to their predecessor in the sphere 
of political culture. Consequently they offered a more fertile 
playing field as far as satire was concerned. The comedy 
Prospaltians was named after the inhabitants of the deme of 
Prospalta (beyond the city boundary) who were threatened by 
Pericles with forced evacuation if they refused to support his 
anti-Spartan policies. It possibly had its first performance in 429 
and was critical of Pericles’ strategy of rounding up the rural 
population and obliging them to seek refuge behind the Long 
Walls of Athens. In Golden Race (debut in 425?) Eupolis launched 
an attack on Cleon, with a fierce parody of the conditions of 
Athens under his rule. Cleon is also mocked in the play Cities 
(dating from 422?), due to the harsh treatment meted out by the 
heads of government in Athens against the allied po/eis, which 
were impersonated by the members of the chorus. In Maricas 
(The Rake, dated to 421), Eupolis’ barbs were directed against 
Hyperbolus (the sources state that this work led Aristophanes to 
accuse Eupolis of plagiarising Knights, which dates from 424). 
The comedy Dippers (416 or 415), of rather obscure content, 


devoted to the orgiastic cult of the Thracian goddess Cotys, 
offered a hostile portrayal of the aristocrat Alcibiades; this gave 
rise to the legend which held that Alcibiades deliberately 
drowned Eupolis during the voyage at the beginning of the 
expedition to Sicily (415 B.C.) 

One of Eupolis’ most famous and most significant comedies, 
entitled Demes (where the chorus impersonated the Attic 
demes), was staged in 412, shortly after the Athenian defeat in 
Sicily and the Spartan occupation of the Attic deme Decelea 
(413), and so at a crucial moment for the destiny of the city. It 
featured the recognised fathers of the Athenian state - Solon, 
Miltiades and Aristides - portrayed as rising up from Hades, in 
Pericles’ company, to save the city. Eupolis’ revaluation of the 
political stature of Pericles is also significant for the fact that the 
author places him among the men of the past who are 
deserving of regret at their passing, setting the radical democrat 
alongside politicians from a conservative or moderate 
background. A similar attitude towards Pericles can be perceived 
in the historical judgement of his contemporary Thucydides 
who, in his assessment of Pericles’ achievements, believed the 
statesman had maintained a coherent and proper approach to 
decision-making, in contrast to the unreliable improvisation and 
unpredictable mood changes of the demagogues. However, this 
by no means implied that in Demes Aspasia, the statesman’s 
controversial wife, would no longer be defined as a “prostitute” 
(porné): comedy, with its satirical gibes and barbs, is known to 
have made a substantial contribution to shaping the traditional 
vulgate image of characters such as Aspasia. 

Plato. The comedy-writer Plato composed his plays between 
427 and 385, that is to say, in the period roughly corresponding 
to the time span during which Aristophanes was active. 
According to the records handed down by the ancients, thirty 
comedies were attributed to his name. Comedies such as Greece 
or Islands, Victories and Alliance, were plays focusing on political 
topics; others aimed to ridicule whichever demagogue was 
currently the focus of attention, as demonstrated by the titles: 
Hyperbolus (before 417), Peisander (before 411) and Cleophon 


(405). The mythic repertoire provided the background for works 
such as Phaon (391), devoted to the handsome young ferryman 
from Lesbos whom Aphrodite rewarded for his generosity by 
making him even finer-looking, so much so that the poetess 
Sappho even fell in love with him. Other titles worth citing 
include Daedalus, Europa, Laius, Menelaus and A Long Night; the 
latter focuses on Zeus’ seduction of Alcmene, the mother of 
Heracles (the same theme as in Amphitruo by the Latin comedy- 
writer Plautus). 

Phrynichus. Phrynichus (not to be confused with the 
identically named tragedian, who was a contemporary of 
Aeschylus: see above, The Classical Age III 2.1.2) was one of the 
comedy writers most loved by Athenian theatre-goers, even 
though Aristophanes accused him of vulgarity (Frogs 12-14). 
Among the surviving names of plays, the title Eohialtes (this was 
the name of the leader of the democratic faction, wnose murder 
in about 460 opened the gates to the rise of Pericles in the realm 
of politics) is suggestive of a political theme. In contrast, literary 
considerations formed the guiding themes of the play Muses 
(405), which focused on tragic drama, as did Frogs by 
Aristophanes. Muses was submitted to the very same 
competition and as a direct challenge against Aristophanes’ play 
(Aristophanes argued in favour of the superiority of Aeschylus 
over Euripides and, at the end of the comedy, over Sophocles as 
well, whereas the latter formed the object of Phrynichus’ 
preference). Another title that may point to a literary theme is 
Tragic Actors or Freedmen. The comedy Connus was named after 
Socrates’ music master, a man of proverbial poverty who was 
frequently ridiculed in the comedies of the era. Finally, Hermit, 
first performed in 414, offered a typical portrayal (in the manner 
of Pherecrates) of a person who enjoys solitude and is averse to 
company; such a figure was to become consolidated as a 
character type in subsequent phases of comic drama. 


5 Aristophanes 


5.1 Aristophanes between comedy and commitment 


Our knowledge of comic drama in the Classical Age is owed 
primarily to the preserved works of Aristophanes. Eleven plays 
have survived in their complete form (and constitute the only 
fully preserved examples of Old Comedy): they have come down 
to us through a fairly extensive medieval manuscript tradition, 
enriched with an abundant apparatus of scholia and exegetic 
interventions that accumulated between the Hellenistic and the 
Byzantine Age. Although no more than a tiny amount of what 
must certainly have been a vast range of production is extant, its 
importance has been recognised throughout the centuries not 
only in terms of its intrinsic artistic value, but also by virtue of its 
precious and irreplaceable value as a unique historical 
testimony of its times. 

From the moment of his earliest comedies Aristophanes 
followed the path laid out by the comic playwrights who were 
his immediate seniors, such as Cratinus. These authors shared 
the feature of having basically abandoned the thematic 
limitations of stories drawn from the mythological background, 
turning instead to motifs inspired by the contingent public 
reality of the polis. Aristophanes very soon entered into sharp 
competition with his fellow dramatists, even launching personal 
accusations that could at times be surprisingly harsh; yet at the 
same time he fully endorsed their satirical approach to 
dramaturgy, with its close links to current affairs as well as to 
the social and political scene of the time. At least in the first 
phase of Aristophanes’ drama, we can easily see his aversion 
towards a trend in playwriting that not only made no call for 
politically committed attitudes but also favoured mere 
entertainment and frivolous amusement (an approach that can 
be traced back to the very beginnings of literary comedy and to 
Epicharmus). On the other hand, there clearly emerges a choice 
in favour of the so-called engagé trend in Attic comic drama. 
While not disdaining recourse to the traditional comedy 
apparatus, which was designed to make the audience burst out 
laughing, his works were at the same time associated with a 


quest for serious subject-matter: he openly revealed his 
awareness that poetry and drama can play a far from 
insignificant role for the improvement of society. For instance, in 
the parabasis of Frogs, composed in 405 (although this was a 
phase in which Aristophanes’ politically committed attitude 
seemed to have become less pronounced), one finds proud 
assertions of the civic role of dramatists, whose work is 
designed to be of use to the polis (686-687): “It’s right and 
proper for the sacred chorus to help give good advice and 
instruction to the city.” Furthermore, Dionysus, uncertain as to 
which of the two playwrights, Aeschylus or Euripides, he should 
bring back to earth from Hades, is made to utter highly 
significant words (1420-1421): “So whichever of you is prepared 
to offer the city some good advice, he’s the one I've decided to 
take back with me.” And the god begins his assessment of the 
two candidates with an artful question on one of the burning 
issues of the ongoing political situation at that time (1422-1423): 
“So for starters, which of you has an opinion about Alcibiades?” 
The comedy writers who were active during the 
Peloponnesian War certainly had no lack of motifs that reflected 
everyday life in the polis. The political atmosphere of Athens 
during the final thirty years or so of the fifth century was 
extremely lively and packed with controversies: a whole series of 
unscrupulous and demagogic leaders had taken possession of 
the top decision-making organs, and wielded enormous 
personal power, buttressed by the support of the local masses. 
This support was, however, by no means authentic, meditated 
and solid: on the contrary, it was based on the ephemeral and 
unstable favour of specific components that made up the body 
of society and which unceasingly sought to further their own 
interests. Powerful members of such groups wasted no 
Opportunity for political and military grandstanding, though the 
outcome was often negligible, short-lived and deleterious. As 
had been the case previously with regard to Pericles - the true 
historical creator of radical democracy and the man who was 
politically responsible for the outbreak of the war with Sparta 
and its allies - his replacement, Cleon, definitely fared no better. 


The new democratic leader was similarly the target of 
onslaughts by comedy writers, who did not mince their words 
and pilloried him with harsh criticism and cutting remarks. 

One of Cleon’s most vehement opponents was the early 
Aristophanes, who had no scruples about casting him in a bad 
light: Aristophanes mocked the demagogue in a number of 
comedies performed in the presence of his fellow citizens in 
Athens, or of foreigners who may have been present at the 
Athenian theatrical games. Aristophanes’ polemical stance vis-a- 
vis Cleon is a perfect example of the way dramatists could 
consciously bring their political influence to bear on the 
formation of public opinion. For instance, using as his 
mouthpiece the protagonist of Acharnians, first staged in 425 
B.C. at the Lenaea Games, Aristophanes utters the following 
statement (501-506): 


What I say will be shocking, but right. This time Cleon will 
not accuse me of defaming the city in the presence of 
foreigners; for we are by ourselves; it’s the Lenaean 
competition, and no foreigners are here yet; neither 
tribute nor troops have arrived from the allied cities. 


Additionally, in the parabasis of Clouds (423 B.C.), the chorus 
expresses the poet's dissatisfaction with the audience, which 
has shown itself to be deaf to his political messages against 

Cleon (581-590): 


Furthermore, when you were about to elect as general the 
godforsaken tanner Paphlagon, we furrowed our brows 
and carried on dreadfully (...) But you elected him anyway! 
They say that bad policymaking afflicts this city, but also 
that whatever mistakes you make the gods convert into 
successes. And we will easily teach you how even this 
mistake can benefit you. 


Emphasis on the political vocation of Aristophanes’ 
compositions, at least during their earliest phase, implies a 


renewed assertion that the essence of Attic drama was, in its 
own right, the expression of a precious and conscious trust in 
the idea of democracy. Democracy had arisen and gathered 
strength within the very heart of Athenian civilisation, but it was 
subsequently undermined by the excesses and degenerations of 
power manipulated by populist fringe elements. The concept of 
the entire community’s participation in common decision- 
making processes was on the verge of being wiped out, 
threatened as it was by the scheming aspirations of a handful of 
individuals who had designs on the population and aimed to 
achieve underhand control over the masses. But it was precisely 
at this crucial moment that the comic author’s ferocious critique 
stood as a positive demonstration of democracy, expressing a 
voice of hope and a profound desire for change. The whole of 
Aristophanes’ surviving output of plays embodies a declaration 
of faith in the possibility that opinions need no longer be 
enslaved to demagogy and that the intrinsic vitality of healthy 
democratic institutions can genuinely be restored. The poet’s 
weapons consist of words, gestures, spectacular gags and 
punch-lines: with such accoutrements the stage turns into a 
mirror of the real situation, displayed to all the citizens. 


5.2 Life 


Information concerning the life of Aristophanes has been 
preserved over the centuries in the scholia and the hypotheseis 
of the comedies, as well as in several biographies, two of which 
have come down to us in a manuscript held at the Biblioteca 
Marciana of Venice (Ven. Marc. 474). Additional information 
derives from the Suda lexicon. Allusions to the poet’s life can 
also be found in his works, and these are precisely the points 
that often formed the starting point for discussion of his 
biographical details in ancient commentaries. 

It should be noted straight away, however, that genuinely 
reliable information on his biography is scanty. He was born 
between 450 and 445 B.C., in the Attic deme Cydathene. He 
made his debut as a playwright in 427, with Banqueters, the 


authorship of which, given the playwright’s young age, was 
presented under the alias of the didaskalos Callistratus, as would 
also be the case for the comedies Babylonians dating from 426 
and Acharnians performed in 425. His debut as an author with 
his rightful name came about in 424 with Knights, but over the 
next few years Aristophanes frequently opted to entrust others 
(such as Callistratus and his friend Philonides) with the 
presentation of his plays. His debut with Banqueters was 
promising: the poet was awarded second prize, which was a 
prelude to the first prize he won at the Great Dionysia of the 
following year, where he presented Babylonians; he then went 
on to achieve another four victories at subsequent Lenaea 
Games. 

Among the few reliable pieces of biographical information, 
mention should certainly be made of the lawsuit brought 
against Aristophanes in 426 by the demagogue Cleon, who 
accused him of engaging in action that was insulting to the 
state, and of doing so in the presence both of delegates of allies 
and of foreigners. In that same year, during the Spring Dionysia 
Games (at which the audiences frequently included foreigners 
who were in Athens at the time for diplomatic purposes or for 
business) the poet had staged Babylonians, in which the city’s 
allies were portrayed as slaves of the demagogic regime set up 
by Cleon. It would appear that the comedy carried the day and 
was awarded the victory. Thus it must have won the 
appreciation of the judges and of the public in the theatrical 
contest, whereas the demagogue was far from pleased with the 
provocation and retaliated by launching a court action against 
the author, in which the playwright was acquitted. 

As far as the date of his death is concerned, we have no 
precise information. The latest among the comedies that have 
come down to us is Wealth, dating from 388; other comedies 
whose title is known to us were staged by his son Ararotes. The 
poet is presented in a work by the philosopher Plato, 
Symposium, known to date from later than 384, in a way that 
suggests the poet had already died by that time. 

The quest for genuine insight into the essence of 


Aristophanes’ political stance yields somewhat uncertain results, 
and we can only put forward suppositions based on his works. 
The vision of a rigidly conservative man, which was put forward 
in the past on the basis of the poet’s hostility towards the 
democratic party and the demagogues, is today largely 
nuanced, given the intrinsically satirical approach of the comic 
genre towards the powers-that-be, which at that time were 
represented by radical democracy. What is certain is that in all 
his comedies there emerges an open opposition towards the 
post-Periclean democratic regime: namely, to a political setup 
characterised by the overweening power of the demagogues. It 
would be mistaken, however, to interpret the poet's difference 
of opinion compared to earlier comedy writers or his 
contemporaries (Cratinus, Eupolis, Phrynichus and Ameipsias) 
as indicative of a different political orientation. The true origin of 
this quite substantial rivalry lay in professional challenges and in 
“acting out one’s part” or “striking an attitude” within the 
context of the dramatic contests, whereas the satirical approach 
towards those who held power - and to some extent even the 
ideological orientation - was in many ways shared by all of the 
sides involved. Political passions are toned down in the last 
comedies, which reveal a propensity for imagination and 
fantasy; however, this need not be taken to imply a retreat from 
concern for political issues: rather, it signals an eleventh-hour 
expression of participation in changes within the polis. 


5.3 The works 


Of the roughly forty comedies by Aristophanes known to the 
ancients, eleven have survived; these also constitute the only 
ancient comedies to have come down to us in their complete 
form (apart from Menander's Dyskolos: cf. The Hellenistic Age II 
1.3). We also have a thousand or so fragments, deriving from 
the indirect tradition (he is a much cited author) and from 
papyri. The chronology of the surviving comedies can be 
reconstructed with a fair degree of precision and, in a few 
fortunate cases, the same can be said for the position they were 


awarded in the games. Acharnians won first place at the 425 
Lenaea; Knights, first place at the Lenaea in 424; Clouds, third 
place at the Dionysia of 423; Wasps, second place at the Lenaea 
of 422; Peace, second place at the Dionysia in 421; Birds, 
presented in 414 at the Dionysia; Women at the Thesmophoria, 
presented at the Dionysia of 411; Lysistrata, likewise presented in 
411, though it is not known which games were involved; Frogs, 
first place at the 405 Lenaea and then, as an exception, repeated 
not long afterwards; Assemblywomen, conceivably at the 392 or 
391 Lenaea; Wealth, possibly at the 388 Lenaea. 

The rather limited number of surviving works (although 
certainly far greater, in terms of percentage, than the material 
of the three tragedians that has come down to us) implies that 
they cannot be regarded as representative, in absolute terms, of 
Aristophanes’ drama. This problem arises, for instance, if we 
seek to reconstruct the typical structure of the comedies in 
order to identify fixed and recurrent characteristics. The features 
that can be fairly easily identified in the plays that have come 
down to us include an overall simplicity of plot, associated with 
the tendency towards a bipartite structure. Usually, the central 
theme is announced and, to some extent, performed in the first 
part, in which the protagonist and the antagonist interact; it is 
here that one finds the dialectical clash or competition between 
the two characters, which is normally formalised in the 
epirrhematic agon. The second part is often occupied by a 
number of separate scenes, with a predominance of pure 
comedy and comic effects that lead the overall subject to its 
epilogue, often underlined by a festive final procession featuring 
the protagonist and the chorus (kémos). The parabasis (cf. The 
Classical Age III 1.3.3) is frequently placed between the first and 
the second part, especially in the earlier comedies. 

Among the comedies that are known only in fragmentary 
form, it is worth mentioning the theme of the two most ancient 
works: Banqueters and Babylonians. In Banqueters, which was 
first performed in 427, Aristophanes addressed the theme of the 
education of one’s children. He presented a comparative 
assessment of the traditionalist model, which originated from a 


background in the peasantry (represented by the character of 
the sdphr6n son), versus the conceptions and practices of city 
life (the rise of Sophistic movement, refined customs, 
homosexuality: represented by the character of the katapygon 
son). This play, in the view of some scholars, puts on trial the 
new Periclean culture, regarded as detached from traditional 
values and attracted by the grandiose nature of the polis (the 
traditionalists’ hostility was expressed on the judicial level in the 
court case concerning the charge of impiety levelled against 
Anaxagoras by Thucydides of Melesias, and also in the charge of 
embezzlement of public funds levelled against the sculptor 
Phidias). Babylonians (named after the chorus of Babylonian 
slaves who had the task of turning the grinding wheel at the 
mill) was performed - as mentioned above - at the spring 
Dionysia of 426, in the presence of the representatives of the 
allies. The subject portrayed the difficult atmosphere facing the 
cities forming part of the Delio-Attic League: their dissatisfaction 
is depicted as arising from the pressures exerted by Athens, 
described as having transformed the city into a polis tyrannos. 
This was an accusation against the demagogue Cleon, who in 
427 had come close to obtaining the go-ahead from the 
Athenian assembly to proceed with punishing the rebellion of 
Mytilene by massacring its inhabitants (the episode is reported 
in the testimony of Thucydides). As mentioned earlier, 
Aristophanes was taken to court by Cleon. 


5.4 The surviving comedies 


Among the comedies of Aristophanes that have survived in their 
complete form, those with a most markedly political character 
date back to his first stage of poetic production, namely to the 
period ranging from his first steps as a poet (427), up to the 
Peace of Nicias (421): Acharnians, Knights, Clouds, Wasps and 
Peace. These plays interweave constant references to facts and 
persons from public life and they are energised by a strong 
political force, which generally translates into mordant satire 
directed against the demagogues who were governing Athens 


at that time. 
5.4.1 The political comedies 


Acharnians (Axapvijs). In this comedy, dated to 425 (at the 
height of the first phase of the Peloponnesian War, which had 
broken out in 431), Aristophanes returned to stage production a 
year after Babylonians, the work that had earned him an 
accusation - by Cleon - of publicly insulting the city. In the 
parabasis (626-718) the poet presented his defence against the 
demagogue. Evidently the public appreciated the comedy, which 
was awarded the first prize. 


In the play, the charcoal burners and the grape-growers of 
the Attic deme Acharnae (who make up the chorus and 
after whom the play is named), deceived as they are by the 
warmongering demagogues, are led to believe that it is 
right to continue the war. In contrast, the peasant 
Dicaeopolis (“the righteous citizen”) argues that the war is 
merely a consequence of the abduction of three 
prostitutes from the home of Aspasia, an act performed by 
young men from Megara (an allusion to the “Megarian 
Decree,” with which Athens precluded this powerful rival 
city from taking part in the commercial activities of the 
poleis of the Delio-Attic League), and seeks to convince 
them of the advantages of peace. Dicaeopolis then decides 
to draw up a private thirty-year contract with Sparta and 
has thirty years of peace sent to him in liquid form in an 
ampoule. In a lively war of words, an argument arises 
between Dicaeopolis and the warmongering general 
Lamachus. Dicaeopolis, who is now the holder of a 
separate peace, declares that his market is open. 
Purchasers then begin to arrive from the enemy cities, a 
Megarian, a Theban and a Boeotian. At a certain point 
Lamachus is called up to take part in a war, whereas 
Dicaeopolis receives an invitation to attend the symposium 
at the Tankard Feast. Later, the return of the pair - 
Lamachus considerably the worse for wear, Dicaeopolis 


quite euphoric and accompanied by two most attractive 
girls - swings the pendulum of the Acharnian population’s 
attitude definitively in favour of the peasant and thus of 
peace. 


In this first comedy, there already emerge some of the 
characteristic motifs of Aristophanes’ politically inspired 
comedies. First and foremost, the poet’s hostility to 
warmongering foreign policy: warfare was indeed quite often 
felt to be detrimental to the interests of some of the social 
components of the polis. Furthermore, a critical attitude can be 
perceived towards the cultural approach traceable to the 
Sophists, who were popular at that time among the wealthy 
classes and whose activities were often identified with the figure 
and the works of the tragedian Euripides. For instance, lines 393 
ff. of the comedy allude parodically to Euripides’ Te/lephus, 
where, with forced realism designed to arouse intense pathos, 
the protagonist was required to come onto the stage dressed in 
rags. Here in Aristophanes’ play Dicaeopolis is similarly garbed 
in the scene where he seeks to convince the Acharnians of the 
advantages of peace. 

Knights (Imttf\c). This is the comedy in which Aristophanes 
made his debut in person as a didaskalos and gained the first 
prize at the 424 Lenaea, repeating the success achieved the 
previous year. The chorus is composed of members of the 
second of the four census classes established by Solon, namely 
the Knights. 


The protagonist Demos (“The People”) has two slaves 
(who seem to be caricatures of the Athenian stratégoi 
Nicias and Demosthenes): they inform Demos, their 
master, that the powerful Paphlagon (a character that can 
be taken as Cleon’s double) is constantly deceiving him. 
But - the two go on - fate has decreed that it is better for 
Paphlagon to be double-crossed by someone from his own 
class, an unscrupulous sausage-maker by the name of 
Agoracritus. As expected, in the war of words Agoracritus 


gets the better of Paphlagon. However, Demos reveals to 
the chorus of Knights that he is perfectly aware of the aims 
pursued by his adulators and says he knows exactly how to 
avoid their adverse results, while taking advantage of any 
payoffs that may arise. In the finale, Agoracritus has boiled 
Demos in a magic potion he has concocted and has 
thereby miraculously rejuvenated him: Demos appears in 
great splendour but, as Agoracritus explains to him, 
Demos should realise how naively he has so often allowed 
himself to be taken in by adulators and demagogues. 
Finally, Demos receives the gift of a very beautiful girl, who 
impersonates a thirty-year peace with Sparta; Paphlagon is 
doomed to be a sausage-maker. 


The comedy represents another fierce attack against Cleon, 
shortly after the demagogue’s personal triumph in guiding the 
Athenians to military triumph against the Spartans on the island 
of Sphacteria. It should be borne in mind that Cleon enjoyed the 
right of proedria at theatre performances as an award 
honouring him for that success: he thus sat in the front row, 
under the eyes of all his fellow citizens, watching the unfolding 
show that was poking fun at none other than himself. In the 
allegory represented by the comedy, the population of Athens is 
portrayed as the victim of Cleon’s deceitfulness and of the 
trickery set in motion by the merchant class, who flatter him 
with promises and blandishments. But in the finale the 
rejuvenation of Demos has transported the people back to the 
olden times of the historic Athenian democracy, characterised 
by great men, when the sovereign of Attic democracy did not 
yield to the cunning duplicity of populist demagogues and 
adulators. Social peace on the home front (agreement between 
the merchant class and the knights) has its counterpart in 
military peace with Sparta: a finale which in appearance is a 
positive happy end. It can, however, be interpreted in two ways: 
either as a clarion call to the people, urging them to return to a 
conscious and responsible mode of behaviour, or as a bitter 
realisation of the fickleness of Demos, who allows himself to be 
blinded and dragged this way and that by the changeable and 


misleading moods of the moment. 

Clouds (NepéAat). With regard to this comedy, the form in 
which it has come down to us is a later and - apparently - a 
slightly different redaction in comparison to the play by the 
same name that was first staged in 423. The original play had 
been a dreadful fiasco at the Great Dionysia of that year, and 
this may well have been the reason underlying the author's 
decision to re-work it, a few years later, in order to make up for 
that bitter disappointment. Unfinished elements and ancient 
evidence, such as the scholia to lines 549 and 552, seem to 
suggest that the second redaction (possibly intended to be 
performed in 418) was never completed by Aristophanes. 


The peasant Strepsiades had a son, Pheidippides, by a 
noblewoman; the young man is crazy about riding and 
squanders the family's entire wealth on cultivating this 
passion. In the hopes of bringing his son to his senses, 
Strepsiades goes to Socrates’ “thinkery” to learn about 
Sophistic practices (tov AtTtw Adyov KpELTtW TroLEtv, 
“making the weaker argument stronger”). There he finds 
the philosopher and his disciples engaged in investigating 
otherworldly forms of reality: Socrates has even managed 
to discover the divinity of Clouds (which make up the 
chorus). Strepsiades is initiated into the study of rhetoric, 
but he achieves such feeble results that he decides to sign 
up his son for the course instead of himself. Better 
Argument and Worse Argument, personified, compete 
with each other for the best result in a speaking 
competition. In the end, Pheidippides opts for Worse 
Argument and, after learning the art of speaking, he helps 
his father to free himself of his creditors. Strepsiades is 
now under the illusion of having solved all his troubles, but 
a bitter surprise awaits him: at a certain point an argument 
breaks out and his son gets his hands on him and begins 
to beat his father up, verbally demonstrating to him that it 
is right for offspring to beat up their parents. Furious, 
Strepsiades sets fire to Socrates’ thinkery. 


The theme addressed in this plot is a problem that was strongly 
felt in Athens at that particular time, i.e. at the end of the fifth 
century. Already examined by Aristophanes in Banqueters, it 
concerned the education of children. This was a sphere in which 
the traditional methods found themselves in stark opposition to 
the new conceptions that were linked to Sophistic culture. In 
Clouds, the message is that application of the new methods 
proves to be a failure, as it threatens the fundamental values of 
society. 

One of the points of interest in this comedy concerns the 
figure of Socrates, whom Aristophanes depicts as perfectly 
aligned and fully in tune with the positions of the Sophists, and 
thus intent on challenging religious beliefs, traditional values 
and the moral integrity of young people. This characterisation of 
the philosopher corresponds basically to the charges that were 
made in 399 during the court proceedings, for which Socrates 
received the death penalty. Plato, in Apology, makes it clear that 
the accusations were basically devoid of any foundation and 
arose from specific hostility to the man himself: thus the 
allegations simplistically and erroneously attributed to Socrates 
a series of speculations and attitudes that were either untrue or 
were more plausibly associated with some other contemporary 
figure. Clearly, in Clouds Aristophanes portrayed a caricaturised 
version of Socrates, designed to fit with the reflections on 
education the author sought to put forward, but it is equally 
true that the terms of this caricature are significant in revealing 
the extent to which Socratic thought and attitudes could be 
trivialised and mistaken for those of the Sophists. However, the 
fundamental contrast between the form of education that 
taught the traditional values versus the presumed “disasters” 
caused by the new trends could not be addressed with subtelty 
in the context of a comic performance based on mockery and 
derision. 

Wasps (Zf\kec). The comedy was presented under the name 
of Philonides at the 422 Lenaea, where it was awarded the 
second prize. The first prize went to Aristophanes under his own 
name, for the lost comedy Proagon. Wasps takes its name from 


the chorus, which was made up of elderly citizens of Athens 
dressed up as wasps, a symbol of an aggressive and 
cantankerous temperament. 


Bdelycleon (“Loathecleon”) is obliged to shut up his father 
Philocleon (“Lovecleon”) in his home, because Philocleon’s 
passion for court cases has become a sort of mania that 
drives him to go to the law-courts every day. In the heated 
discussion between the two men, Philocleon argues that 
for the good of the city he and his old companions (the 
chorus of wasps) absolutely need to go to the law-courts 
every day: Bdelycleon, on the other hand, does his very 
best to persuade them - successfully - that they are being 
tricked and manipulated by the demagogues, as 
demonstrated by a quick tot-up of the rich tax gains of the 
polis in comparison with the wretchedly meagre earnings 
of the jurors. His father sees through the deceit but has 
become affected with the obsession of issuing verdicts and 
absolutely cannot do without this activity. So Bdelycleon 
allows him, as a consolation, to administer justice in a 
court-case set up in a home environment: his dog is put on 
trial, charged with theft of a piece of cheese (the dog is 
called Labes, literally “he who takes”: a humorous allusion 
to the case of the Athenian general Laches, who was 
charged with misappropriation of funds, according to an 
accusation made by Cleon). Thanks to a scam set up by 
Bdelycleon, the trial concludes with the dog's acquittal, 
which depresses Philocleon even more. The comedy closes 
with a dancing competition proposed by Philocleon, who 
challenges the three sons of the tragic author Carcinus. 


In this comedy, the focus of Aristophanes’ satire is the mania for 
court cases that were all the rage in Athens during those years. 
Cleon, searching for a quick way to gain popularity among the 
people, had proposed and obtained an increase from two to 
three obols for the stipend of the heliasts, the latter being the 
hundreds of citizens who daily were selected for jury duty by the 
drawing of lots. Those who obtained an advantage from this 
monetary increase were above all the less well-off strata of the 


population, who were devoid of a stable source of income or 
profitable forms of income: thus they found it far more 
profitable to take part in jury activity and pocket the small sum 
rewarding them for their presence, rather than devoting 
themselves to poorly paid jobs of various kinds. 

The cleverest idea underlying the comic atmosphere of this 
play resides in the role reversal, whereby it is the son who plays 
the role of educator of his father, enlightening him on the way 
he is being exploited and victimised, and giving him indications 
on how to enjoy the delights of life. This figure of the father is 
far-removed from the traditional model that linked old age with 
wisdom and moderation: on the contrary, Philocleon loses all 
sense of the measure of things and allows himself to indulge in 
excesses both as regards his passion for the law-courts and also 
in enjoyment of various types of pleasures. In this witty and 
caustic portrayal of the “judicial folly” of Athens, Aristophanes 
has created a great figure of the monomaniac, worthy of 
Moliére. 

Peace (Eiprnvn). This comedy was first performed at the 
Dionysia in 421, shortly before the so-called Peace of Nicias was 
signed between Athens and Sparta (April 421), closing the first 
phase of the Peloponnesian War. It is a political play, rich in 
inventive fantasy and allegorical allusions. 


The peasant Trygaeus (from tpvyn, “grape harvest”) is 
completely fed up with the war that has deprived him of 
his job in the fields: so, jumping onto an enormous beetle, 
he flies off to the home of Zeus (a parody of the flight of 
Bellerophon in Euripides’ lost tragedy by the same name). 
Since the gods have left the Greeks to their own devices in 
dealing with the hostilities, Polemos (“War”) has captured 
Eirene (“Peace”), whom he has now closed up in a walled 
grotto. Polemos would in fact be perfectly happy to grind 
up the Greek cities in a mortar, if it weren't for the lack of a 
suitable pestle in the form, for instance, of the Athenian 
Cleon and the Spartan Brasidas, the two warmongers who 
had died the year before in a battle one against the other. 
Trygaeus, helped by the peasants who make up the 


chorus, finally manages to free Eirene, who appears in the 
company of Opora (“Harvest”) and Theoria (“Festival”). 
Trygaeus leads the three goddesses back to earth and 
announces his forthcoming wedding to Opora. In the 
second parabasis, the chorus breaks into song with a hymn 
to peace. A scythe-maker expresses his gratitude to 
Trygaeus because now that peace has been restored, farm 
tools are in demand and the scythe-maker is earning his 
living again, whereas arms merchants are facing ruin. The 
play closes with the wedding procession of Trygaeus and 
Opora. 


A few substantial changes as compared to the earlier comedies 
foreshadow the subsequent developments of Aristophanes’ 
drama: a toning down of the obstacles that stand in the 
protagonist’s way; a surreal context made of an otherworldly 
setting, full of personifications and with a utopian background; a 
weakly characterised chorus that is functional purely as an aid to 
the action and as a support for the expression of the 
protagonist. The change in tone perhaps bears some relation to 
the factual situation of that particular moment, in which the 
perspective of an imminent peace was becoming realistic and 
the death of Cleon had made the need for military aggression 
less pressing (thus the attacks against the new demagogue, 
Hyperbolus, became limited to isolated cutting remarks). 


5.4.2 Aristophanes’ shift towards “utopianism” 


In the six surviving plays dating from after the Peace of Nicias of 
421 (Birds, Lysistrata, Women at the Thesmophoria, Frogs, 
Assemblywomen and Wealth) the satirical force is attenuated and 
the effectiveness of the comic aspects is increasingly made to 
rely on situations in which the plays move further and further 
away from realistic representations, often verging on inventive 
fantasy and the surreal. Such a change calls for an explanation, 
which in terms of critical analysis has often been interpreted as 
a sign of discomfiture (on the part of Aristophanes, but also of 


the citizens of Athens) at the unfolding destiny of the polis and 
the stagnation of the conflict with Sparta. 

As early as Peace (421 B.C.), a sense of aloofness from the 
contingent political situation can be perceived, as well as a 
somewhat open-minded attitude towards more general 
solutions. Such attitudes become dominant throughout the 
subsequent surviving works, often resulting in utopian scenes; 
the most significant instance of this approach can be observed 
in Birds. There is considerable controversy with regard to the 
interpretation of this change in the playwright’s approach. On 
the one hand, it could be seen as linked to the atmosphere of 
weariness and pessimism that had become widespread in 
Athens as a result of the never-ending war with Sparta; 
alternatively, it could point to disappointment arising from the 
dithering and lack of resolve that seemed to be a constant 
feature of the political situation. Equally depressing were the 
gloomy perspectives associated with the extension of the 
military conflict in Sicily (the 415-413 naval expedition ended 
disastrously for Athens), not to mention the disputes and in- 
fighting within the polis. Strife of this kind, it was feared, could 
seriously undermine the democratic regime and would play into 
the hands of overbearing personalities that were beginning to 
make themselves felt, such as Alcibiades. On the other hand, 
Aristophanes’ depiction of unreal worlds and strikingly bizarre 
or unlikely situations has in some cases been interpreted as 
going beyond mere fantasy and entertainment: for instance he 
imagines a city of birds, based on a new political and social 
order, or women’s take-over of political-military power in 
Lysistrata and in Assemblywomen, or he conjures up, in these 
comedies, the vision of a society in which money and private 
ownership or property are abolished. Thus rather than merely 
signalling a flight from the contingent political situation, such 
works have also been seen as a form of extreme dialectical 
reaction against the above mentioned sad and sinister state of 
affairs, which is repudiated in toto. In other words, utopian 
reflection does not automatically indicate a withdrawal from 
socio-political commitment: it may represent a different form of 


commitment in certain historical contexts. 

This new phase, in stark contrast with the more noticeably 
political commitment of the years 427-421, is a characteristic of 
six surviving comedies, as mentioned earlier. Two consecutive 
“seasons” can be distinguished, which in some cases share the 
same thematic solutions (for instance, Women at the 
Thesmophoria and Frogs both feature a parodic reflection on the 
tragic genre). Above all, both periods show an increasingly 
marked preference for surreal and utopian subjects 
(Assemblywomen and Wealth). The first of these “seasons,” the 
poet’s second period, developed chronologically from 420 to 404 
B.C., while the third period coincided with the poet’s final years 
of production and followed the catastrophic conclusion of the 
Peloponnesian War (404-385 B.C.). 

Birds ("OpviB8Ec). The comedy made its debut in 414, which 
coincided with one of the most difficult and turbulent periods of 
Athenian history. 


The opening scene presents a dialogue taking place 
between two Athenians, Pisthetaerus and Euelpides, who 
are disappointed by the rampant corruption in the city and 
thus plan to move somewhere else. They seek advice from 
the Hoopoe and decide to found an ideal city, governed by 
the birds; mulling over this project, they call to mind the 
birds’ ancient domination over the world. The new city will 
be set up in a strategic position between earth and sky, so 
that it can intercept the smoke from the sacrificial fires 
offered up by men in honour of the gods. Then there 
begins the construction of the new city, called 
Nephelococcygia (which, in English, corresponds quite 
appropriately to the proverbial expression “Cloud-Cuckoo- 
Land”). During the building works, various individuals 
from human society try to gain entry to the new town (a 
priest, a poet, an oracle salesman, a mathematician, a 
state inspector, a decree merchant), but Pisthetaerus 
chases them away. Then comes the goddess Iris, who has 
been sent by Zeus as a messenger to demand sacrifices for 
the gods: she is told, however, that the gods are forbidden 
to enter into the city. She leaves threatening that Zeus will 


wreak his revenge. Other characters then arrive in 
Nephelococcygia, coming from Athens and eager to 
become citizens of the new city (the granting of citizenship 
involves the assignment of wings and claws). Additional 
new arrivals include a parricide, the poet Cinesias anda 
sycophant; but Pisthetaerus chases all of these away as 
well. At this point, Prometheus appears on the scene and 
reveals the state of profound prostration affecting the 
Olympian gods; he is followed by Poseidon and Heracles, 
who also make their entry, in the company of the 
barbarian god Triballus. They intend to negotiate peace 
between the gods and the new city: in exchange for peace, 
Pisthetaerus obtains the promise that Zeus will help the 
birds by restoring their power over the world and will allow 
him to take his partner Basilea (“Queen”) as his wedded 
spouse. The comedy ends with the wedding of Basilea and 
Pisthetaerus, the latter having also obtained lightning, the 
symbol of Zeus’ power. 


What is striking in this comedy is the detachment from 
contingent reality and the overall lack of references to current 
affairs. The year before its first performance, the Athenian fleet, 
under the command of Nicias, Lamachus and Alcibiades, had set 
sail for Sicily, which had now become the venue of the 
confrontation with Sparta. Alcibiades, one of the most 
prominent characters in terms of his social position and 
personal prestige, was opposed by the democratic faction on 
account of his attitudes, which were deemed to be “like the 
behaviour of a tyrant.” He was involved in serious episodes of 
impiety (mutilation of the Herms and parody of the mystery 
rites) that had caused an outcry. After being recalled to the 
home country in order to be put on trial, he went into voluntary 
exile and went to ground in the Peloponnese; at some point he 
was also collaborating with the Spartans (it would not be until 
408 that he was able to set foot in Athens again and resume a 
direct role in Athenian politics). The silence of Aristophanes with 
regard to the ongoing affairs of this period seems strange - 
stranger still if one reflects that Alcibiades was the object of 


Aristophanes’ lost comedies entitled Fry-cooks and Triphales. 
However, the absence of explicit political references in Birds 
should not be overemphasised. Aristophanes’ interest in current 
affairs had by no means vanished: on the contrary, political 
issues, in the pure sense of the term, pervade the theme ina 
unitary manner, given that - albeit in the form and context of 
utopia - it deals with the founding of a new city and the 
definition of its rules and regulations. This expedient effectively 
provided the poet with the opportunity to represent the various 
aspects, customs and figures of real-world society, against 
which the new city had to be protected. 

What is perhaps left unanswered is the question of the 
meaning to be attributed to the conclusion of the play: is 
Aristophanes prefiguring an ideal society of a monarchic type? 
Or should the finale be interpreted as a metaphor of the illusory 
nature of poetic invention as compared to the ineluctability of 
political reality (bird power replaced by the power of an 
individual)? 

Lysistrata (Auototpatn). Lysistrata, staged in 411, possibly at 
the Lenaea games, focuses attention once again on war and the 
inadequacy of political policies. In this case, however, the story is 
veined with utopianism. The plot centres around the rejection of 
sexual activity - a move undertaken by the women of all the 
cities of Greece that are involved in the Peloponnesian War. 
Prompted by the Athenian Lysistrata, the women have gone on 
strike as a means of persuading the men to sign a peace 
agreement. 


Lysistrata has summoned to Athens the women of the 
warring Greek cities, and she tells them about the plan she 
has excogitated: they are to refrain from any kind of sexual 
intercourse with their husbands until the latter decide to 
sign a peace treaty. The women occupy the Acropolis, but 
the old men of Athens surround and lay siege to the 
building: they are ready to go to any length, even to set it 
on fire, so as to achieve the aim of setting the Acropolis 
free. The men’s effort is to no avail: the siege is neutralised 


by the women, who even mount a successful resistance 
against the intervention of a law enforcement officer who 
has come to clear the building by force. Although a few 
among the women are having second thoughts and seem 
to be on the verge of giving in, the majority of them, 
energetically encouraged by Lysistrata, stick to their 
position. Cinesias, who has come to meet his wife 
Myrrhine with the hope of being able to satisfy his desire 
after the lengthy period of abstinence, has to turn back, 
disappointed and even more frustrated. A messenger 
brings the information that the men of Sparta are not 
faring any better than those of Athens. Male envoys from 
both cities, at their wits’ end, exhausted by their desire and 
need, and willing, at this point, to negotiate their 
surrender, ask Lysistrata to grant them a hearing. The 
conditions imposed by Lysistrata are accepted and peace 
celebrations take place, with all the fun and merriment of a 
k6mos. 


The comedy is characterised by a solid unity of theme and 
construction. It presents the interesting feature of having two 
choruses (a chorus of women and a chorus of the old men of 
Athens) that disagree and even clash with one another. The 
erotic background of the play provides the opportunity for a 
number of highly amusing quips and humorous situations. Here 
too, the political theme is not totally absent (the desire for peace 
with Sparta), but it remains in the background, blending into the 
fanciful utopia. The unreal is rooted in the real, but the author 
shifts to a more distant perspective in the quest for unlikely 
solutions: “feminism” ante litteram and panhellenic harmony 
and concord, which to the overwhelming majority of 
Aristophanes’ audience must have seemed like something far 
more absurd than a mere fanciful utopia; rather, it must have 
struck them as a veritable comic invention. 

Women at the Thesmophoria (QecuopopLtatuoat). This 
comedy had its first performance in 411, the same year as 
Lysistrata, but we do not know whether the two plays were 
submitted for the same competition (in which case, it would 


have been necessary for Aristophanes to resort to a didaskalos 
who would be his alias, as had already occurred on some 
previous occasions). 


In the opening scene Euripides expresses his suspicions 
with regard to the women of Athens, who might perhaps 
take it into their heads to get their revenge on him 
because of the way he portrays them in his tragedies. So 
Euripides asks his fellow tragedian Agathon to dress up as 
a woman and sneak into the temple of Demeter 
Thesmophoros to spy on the women celebrating the 
goddess’s feast-day (hence the name of the play). The 
disguise is crucial because men are forbidden from taking 
part in the celebrations. But Agathon rejects the request, 
so he is replaced by a relative of Euripides, Mnesilochus, 
who - garbed in the appropriate disguise - mixes with the 
women and learns that they really are putting together a 
genuine plan of revenge. Mnesilochus attempts to free 
Euripides from the charges brought against him; however 
he is found out by the women and tries to avoid being 
captured by kidnapping a baby (parody of the abduction of 
Orestes by the main character in Euripides’ Telephus). But 
by mistake he “kidnaps” a goatskin of wine. While the 
authorities are being informed, Mnesilochus seeks help by 
sending Euripides a written message (a parody of 
Palamedes by Euripides), but to no avail. So he then tries to 
get the poet to come to his help by reciting a few lines of 
Helen, but once again the women manage to thwart his 
escape plan, and the prisoner is placed in the custody of 
an uncouth Scythian archer. Euripides and Mnesilochus try 
to distract their guard’s attention in a manner which is a 
parody of Euripides’ Andromeda, but they fail to achieve 
their aim. So Euripides then decides to negotiate 
personally with the women, promising he will never again 
cast them in a bad light in his future plays. He is thus 
allowed to free Mnesilochus: and then, disguised as an old 
procuress, Euripides secures the company of a dancing girl 
for the archer and is thus able to help Mnesilochus to 
escape. 


The central theme of the play, a few aspects of which had 
already been touched on sporadically in the earlier comedies 
(for instance Acharnians) and which would be taken up again a 
few years later in Frogs, is evidently the satire against Euripides. 
These were the years during which Euripidean drama was to 
some extent beginning to open towards the new culture of the 
Sophistic movement, which questioned the traditional 
certainties regarding the organisation of society, collective and 
individual ethics, and the sense of religion. In their place, 
Sophists proposed a demystified interpretation of the themes 
and characters of tragedy. One of the most widespread 
accusations launched against Euripides was that of misogyny, 
and this is in fact the central theme around which the plot of this 
comedy by Aristophanes revolves. However, as in the case of 
Socrates in Clouds, here too it would seem that the demands of 
caricature and parody resulted in a distortion of the actual 
reality of the situations and - by design - a very summary 
presentation of the situation, with the exaggeration of certain 
aspects and a somewhat one-sided portrayal of the 
characteristic features of Euripidean drama. 

Frogs (Batpaxot). Staged at the 405 Lenaea, Frogs was 
awarded the first prize. The great success of this comedy 
prompted a rather rare event for the fifth century, namely, a 
repeat performance (whether it was at the Lenaea or the 
Dionysia in the same year is unknown). On account of the great 
significance of its content and meaning, it is regarded as one of 
the most significant of Aristophanes’ comedies. The subject 
concerns a parody of the work and poetics of the tragedians 
Aeschylus and Euripides (the latter had died just the year before 
the performance). The version known to us is believed to be a 
redaction of the comedy that Aristophanes enriched with 
additions made in extremis, or on the occasion of the repeat 
performance, as a consequence of the death of Sophocles which 
occurred a few months after the passing of Euripides. Thus, in 
this second version, it could well be that the original motif of the 
contest between Aeschylus and Euripides over who should be 
awarded primacy in Hades was expanded to dwell on the fact 


that there was now a lack of living tragic poets: accordingly, it 
may have been felt helpful to “bring back to earth” one of the 
deceased authors (Sophocles is mentioned in the ending of the 
comedy, where in lines 1515-1523 Aeschylus mentions to Pluto 
that he is eager to have his throne in Hades looked after 
specifically by Sophocles because, Aeschylus emphasises - 
Sophocles is the best tragic poet after himself). The title of the 
comedy is a reference to the croaking of the chorus of frogs that 
live in the marshland of Hades. It is a secondary chorus that is 
entrusted with a short contribution which, however, is 
significant for an understanding of the main theme of the play: 
as devotees of Apollo and the Muses, the frogs invite faint- 
hearted Dionysus (who is crossing the marshland and whom 
they have failed to recognise) to direct his preferences towards 
the best tragic poetry. The main chorus is composed of the souls 
of those who have been initiated into the Eleusinian mysteries, 
and who live in the Netherworld. 


Disappointed by the lack of real tragic poets in Athens, 
Dionysus takes a trip to Hades, disguised as Heracles, in 
the company of the slave Xanthias. His intention is to bring 
Euripides back to earth, because he has fallen in love with 
the poet’s verse creations. After obtaining some useful 
advice from the real Heracles, and after crossing the 
infernal river on Charon’s boat, the pair manage to 
overcome various setbacks arising from the disguise 
assumed by Dionysus; they then happen to meet 
Aeschylus and Euripides who are quarrelling about who 
should have the privilege of occupying the throne of the 
best tragic poet. Pluto then intervenes, setting up a 
competition between the two poets and designating 
Dionysus as the judge. The competition will be based on 
an assessment of the respective qualities that each of the 
two contenders claims for their tragedies: consideration 
will be given to the themes examined, the characters and 
choruses, poetic style, the educational potential of the 
plays, the effectiveness of the prologues and the lyrical 
parts; then the final decision will be made by weighing the 
poetic value of the lines on balance scales. Despite the 


long agon, Dionysus finds it hard to decide which of the 
two deserves to be awarded the victory. He therefore 
decides to assign it to whichever of the two gives the 
citizens of Athens the best piece of advice. Dionysus’s 
preference is in favour of Aeschylus, whose advice to 
Athenians is that they should stop trusting certain 
dishonest citizens who happen to be influential at that 
particular moment. Therefore Aeschylus, and not 
Euripides, is the one who will be brought back to earth by 
Dionysus. 


Two themes are interlaced and merge in this comedy, both of 
which were particularly dear to Aristophanes. Firstly, he 
espoused the idea that art, and poetry in particular, exerts a 
significant influence on the mentality, social behaviour and 
political choices of the community. Such a concept was far from 
being new: it reflected the Greeks’ traditional conception of the 
educational role of poetry. In the context of Athenian 
democratic society, this was a role which, Aristophanes 
justifiably believed, should be awarded first and foremost to 
tragic drama (and which he repeatedly claimed for comic drama 
as well, embracing this role of drama as an explicit element of 
his own poetics). Thus, in his perspective, the best form of 
drama was that which proved to be useful for the city. Secondly, 
Aristophanes continued his polemic against the “new” cultural 
model, rooted as it was in Sophistic relativism and openly 
disparaging of tradition; Euripidean drama had, Aristophanes 
felt, acted as an amplifier of such a model, directing its message 
towards all layers of Athenian society. This idea of the 
“degeneration” of the mentality and the morals of Athenian 
society, which in Aristophanes’ view was part and parcel of the 
political and military decline of Athens, lay at the root of his 
comic invention of the return to life of long-deceased politicians 
and personalities of the past (an expedient also found in Demes 
by Eupolis, as we noted earlier). Thus the fictitious netherworld 
environment reveals an expectation of salvation for the polis, 
with equal emphasis both on its utopian nature and on the 


prospect of restoration. Thus the anti-Euripidean polemic should 
not be viewed merely as a parodic cliché: rather, it reveals an 
ideological opposition to the dominant culture of Sophism and 
of various forms of drama Aristophanes considered to be of 
“poor educational value.” In contrast to these tendencies, of 
which Euripides was considered to be a significant expression, 
Aristophanes put forward and preferred the complex of 
traditional values championed by the supreme figure of 
Aeschylus, the values embodied by the moral integrity and 
virtuous loyalty displayed towards the polis 85 years earlier by 
the fighters at Marathon. 

Another very important feature of the comedy involves the 
aspects bearing a relation to literary criticism, which emerge 
during the performance as a result of the characters’ 
statements involving a comparative assessment of the poetic 
production of Aeschylus and Euripides. Much of the contest 
between the two characters is set in motion by the criticisms 
they level against each other’s language and style; furthermore, 
their conversational exchanges - very insightfully portrayed, 
with marked caricatural effects - have the additional effect of 
quite naturally highlighting the distinctive features of the poetry 
of the one versus the other. Thus the solemn and high-flown 
oratorical tone of Aeschylus - ridiculed on account of its austere 
distancing effect that is far-removed from current everyday 
language - is contrasted with Euripidean “modernity,” 
portrayed as a deadening of the language of poetry and asa 
rhetorical deviation that ends up by straying into total 
insignificance, devoid of any meaningful communicative impact. 
These are insightful observations that prefigure concepts and 
themes which would later be further developed in rhetorical and 
literary criticism. 

Significant references to topical facts and situations of the 
author's time are by no means absent in this comedy. There is 
an allusion to the battle of Arginusae, which had taken place the 
year before the performance: this was the last military success 
of Athens in the Peloponnesian War, and it was achieved at a 
very high price, with massive loss of life among the soldiers and 


also of ships; furthermore, it resulted in dramatic court cases 
against the stratégoi responsible for the disaster. In the plot of 
Aristophanes’ play, the important role assigned to the slave 
Xanthias seems to hark back to the idea of freedom and 
citizenship that had been promised to the slaves who had 
enrolled for the battle. Also worth mentioning is that there is not 
only an attack on Archedemus, one of the most determined 
supporters of the proposal to take the stratégoi of Arginusae to 
court, but also a derisive statement on the opportunism of 
Theramenes, the influential politician who was present among 
the stratégoi on the occasion of the naval battle, but who quite 
by chance was lucky enough to escape being put on trial. 


5.4.3 The last plays: Assemblywomen and Wealth 


The terrible surrender in the Peloponnesian War marked the 
end of Athens’ political, military and economic hegemony over 
the Aegean. Sparta had left the city at the mercy of reprisals by a 
despotic oligarchic regime (the Thirty Tyrants), which was 
prevented from causing even greater harm than it actually did 
inflict simply because, as early as 403, the democrats who had 
fled from Athens, led by Thrasybulus, restored their control over 
the city. These events also had the effect, on the domestic front, 
of reinforcing the underlyingly oligarchic and conservative pro- 
Spartan faction, and of prompting a series of violent revenge 
attacks and persecution against the leaders of the democratic 
party. In contrast, the return of the democratic politicians in 403 
was followed by a series of court cases against those who had 
committed crimes and atrocities during the short period of the 
tyrannical oligarchy of the Thirty. Racked by these dramatic 
tensions, Athens was increasingly being reduced to the role of a 
minor participant in the arena of the Greek powers. The utopian 
developments already present in Aristophanes’ plays persist in 
the two comedies composed in the years in question, which 
coincide with the third and final season of the poet’s production 
(404-385 B.C.). 


Assemblywomen ('EkkAnotdfouoat). The comedy was staged 
at the 392 or 391 Lenaea. 


The protagonist Praxagoras, convinced that she and 
women in general would know how to solve the difficult 
situation of the city, has a plan: she and her group of 
friends will dress up as men and will go to the assembly 
meeting in order to get control of it and take over power in 
the city. When Blepyrus, Praxagoras’ husband, wakes up, 
he can’t find his clothes and so he goes outdoors wearing 
his wife’s. He happens to meet a neighbour, who has had 
exactly the same misadventure: unable to locate any of his 
own things to put on, the man has resorted to donning his 
wife’s garments. Shortly afterwards, they are joined by 
Chremes, who is on his way back from the assembly: he 
reports that in response to a proposal by Praxagoras, 
women have seized control of the city. At this point, 
Praxagoras arrives on the scene, together with the other 
women. She explains the various aspects of the political 
programme they intend to put into action: it involves 
common ownership of the land and of all other types of 
property, the sharing of women and children and 
communal meals; furthermore, for reasons of sexual 
justice, young citizens are to award priority to satisfying 
the desires of ugly and elderly women. There follow a few 
comical attempts to put the programme into action: one of 
the citizens absolutely refuses to go along with the idea of 
shared ownership of goods and property, but on the other 
hand he is rather attracted by the community banquet; a 
young man madly in love with a girl has to deal, first of all, 
with some old women who demand to satisfy their desire 
for intercourse with him before he can enter into action 
with his beloved. The finale, which follows the traditional 
pattern, has Blepyrus getting ready for a festive banquet 
(k6mos). 


The tendency towards the portrayal of utopian scenarios as a 
solution to the evils that afflict Athenian society is expressed in 
this comedy in terms of a fictional plot by women against male 


power. What the women aim to create is a regime founded on 
shared property, together with the sharing of family and 
relatives. Here the lack of trust in the existing cultural models 
and political institutions can very clearly be perceived: already 
foreshadowed in Lysistrata, here it conveys a more intense and 
bitter sense of disillusionment towards the possible alternatives. 
Wealth (NAobtos). This play, performed in 388, is the latest 
among those that have come down to us, and it was the last to 
be staged, probably at the Lenaea, by Aristophanes himself (an 
earlier redaction is known to have been composed, dating from 
408). Its title is taken from mtAo0toc (ploutos), “wealth,” which is 
also the name borne by the god who is the protagonist of the 


play. 


In the prologue, Carion explains that his master 
Chremylus, disappointed by the rampant corruption of the 
age, travelled to Delphi to consult the oracle on the subject 
of his decision to set up his son in the business of 
dishonesty. Apollo’s reply is that he should follow the first 
person he happens to meet as he walks out of the temple. 
As he leaves the building, Chremylus comes across the 
blind man Plutus (“Wealth”), who - if he recovers his sight, 
thanks to the god of medicine Asclepius - will be able to 
endow honest men with wellbeing and a comfortable life. 
However, Chremylus’ project comes up against the 
hostility of Penia (“Poverty”), who argues in favour of the 
educational function of poverty, which obliges people to 
work and adopt a modest lifestyle, in contrast to the 
degenerations caused by excessive wealth. Penia’s words 
fail to convince Chremylus and Asclepius restores Plutus’ 
sight, at which point Plutus begins to shower wealth on 
Chremylus and honest men, as shown by an honest man 
who has become rich and a sycophant reduced to grinding 
poverty. Despite these benefits, Chremylus’ action has not 
resulted in univocally advantageous effects: a wealthy old 
woman rails against Plutus because her young beau, who 
has now become rich, has ditched her. The overturning of 
the previous state of affairs has affected the gods as well: 
Hermes reports that Zeus is furious over the religious 


indifference that has become widespread among clever 
men, who have become wealthy overnight; Hermes 
himself, who has fallen into grinding poverty, asks to be 
allowed to stay on earth as a judge in the competitions; 
the priest of Zeus changes his religious allegiance and 
becomes a devotee of Plutus and, together with the old 
woman who has been let down, he takes part in the 
procession in honour of the god. The finale, which takes 
the customary form of the kémos, is a joyful procession 
that accompanies Plutus to his old traditional place in the 
Parthenon. 


Political themes in the strict sense are lacking in this comedy: 
the object of the play is to focus on a polemic against wealth, 
which is the cause of the ills of society and degrades religion. In 
Wealth Aristophanes shows his bitter disillusionment with 
regard to the pursuit of economic justice, which proves to be an 
aspiration that is little more than an obstinate and illusory quest 
going beyond all bounds of reason: in the last analysis, it proves 
to be a pathetic self-deception. In contrast, the poet acclaims 
the educational value of poverty, championed in the words of 
Penia, which, however, fall on deaf ears. 

This is a play which, to some extent, offers a preliminary 
glance at some of the dramaturgical characteristics that would 
subsequently be a feature of New Comedy in the early 
Hellenistic Period: absence of a parabasis, reduced role of the 
chorus (limited to marginal interventions), importance of the 
figure of the servant, whose increasingly significant role raises 
him to the status of co-protagonist. The Life of Aristophanes 
testifies to the typical elements of New Comedy, such as the 
dramaturgical mechanisms of seduction and unexpected 
recognition, which were also operative in the two lost comedies 
Cocalus and Aeolosicon. 


5.5 Lines of Aristophanean poetics 


Aristophanes’ production of drama presents a line of 
development in which, as we have mentioned, three distinct 


periods of artistic creation can be coherently outlined. 

The first stage, which extends from his debut in the theatre 
in 427 up to the Peace of Nicias in 421, includes the comedies 
Acharnians, Knights, Clouds, Wasps and Peace; in these works the 
author’s propensity for themes of a political nature and for 
contributions to the public debate on questions closely 
associated with the social situation of the time reached its most 
striking and intense level. The guiding motifs of the production 
of this period consist of satirical aggression against politicians 
and figures who in sundry ways were involved in the world of 
politics; particular emphasis is awarded to satirical word- 
pictures aimed against radical democracy and the demagogues 
that incarnated this political phase; also frequently highlighted 
is Aristophanes’ strongly emphasised position in favour of 
pacifism and his hostility towards continuation of the war. In 
these comedies a fairly important function is played by the 
parabasis, which Aristophanes exploits as a grandstand from 
which, using the coryphaeus as his mouthpiece, he can express 
specific judgements on various individuals and recent events 
and make his views known to the audience and the general 
public, massed in the cavea. Another significant feature of this 
period of Aristophanes’ production resides in its exploitation of 
the sharpest and most fiercely aggressive tone, in the manner of 
iambic poetry: this is frequently reflected in the use of crude and 
obscene language (aioxpodAoyia, aischrologia). 

In the second stage, chronologically coinciding with the 
second and third part of the Peloponnesian War (420-404 B.C.), 
the polemical impetus against the world of politics became 
more attenuated: little by little, greater emphasis was awarded 
to the traditional and politically uncommitted components of 
comic drama, with particular emphasis on the long-standing and 
more typically farcical elements and uncouth features or 
behaviour (one such aspect is the gastronomic motif, the 
greatest expression of which is embodied by the figure of 
Heracles “the greedy-guts” in Frogs). Other characteristics of the 
type of comedy performed in this period include parody of the 
mythological and fantasy repertoire, a tendency for “going to 


the theatre” to be a mere source of frivolous entertainment, 
recourse to unexpected reversals that call to mind carnival 
antics, the flight into an other-worldly utopian setting: all these 
features can be seen to play an increasing role during this 
phase, even though the overall inspiration remains based on 
themes springing from the contingent reality of the Athenian 
setting, in comedies such as Birds, Women at the Thesmophoria, 
Lysistrata and Frogs. Thus the thematic components of these 
plays include a reaction against the harsh and wearying 
situation of war: in opposition to the never-ending wartime 
scenario the author seeks refuge in an imaginary ideal city (in 
Birds), indulging in satire of contemporary tragic drama and 
dreaming up fanciful situations, such as the recurrent motif of a 
journey to the netherworld (in Women at the Thesmophoria and 
Frogs). Also significant is the emergence of themes focusing on 
female subjects, which evoke the question of the role 
traditionally assigned to women. Such issues are evocative of 
the iambic and comical-farcical tradition, and offer a striking 
contrast - a veritable inversion - as compared to the prevailing 
cultural and social model, dominated as it was by the male 
element which is accusingly portrayed in these plays as bearing 
the responsibility for the contemporary harms. An attenuation 
of Aristophanes’ biting political criticism can be perceived, in this 
phase, partly by his return to mythological themes, which were 
interwoven with his interest in the female sphere: we have 
knowledge of the title of two comedies in which both aspects 
are present, Danaids and Lemnian Women. It is no surprise that 
in this drift towards disengaged comic effects, the parabasis 
loses its force; in the comedies where it does survive it is 
increasingly limited to comments on the plots of the given play, 
and is less and less exploited as a “no-man’s-land” where there 
is complete freedom of expression of opinions concerning the 
social and political situation. 

Only two plays, among those that have survived, belong to 
the last phase of Aristophanes’ dramatic production, which 
extended over a roughly twenty-year period, from the end of the 
Peloponnesian War to the death of the poet (404-385 ca.): 


Assemblywomen and Wealth. Here Aristophanes took the 
disengaged themes of his previous phase to their extreme 
conclusions, opting once again to stage the world of women - 
portrayed as a comical inversion of the world of men - anda 
parody of the divine world, with which the protagonist of Wealth 
interacts prosaically and purely for the purpose of obtaining 
financial advantage. A shift towards more intimate and 
psychological themes can also be perceived; such a shift was 
prompted by the growing separation between the individual and 
society resulting from the highly adverse events that had taken 
place not long before in the sphere of foreign and domestic 
policy. This period also displays a tendency to portray social 
situations in which various “cliché” characters can be 
recognised, among whom it is worth noting those belonging to 
the lower levels of society (such as the servant Carion in Wealth). 

On the other hand, it should not be overlooked that in spite 
of abandoning more specifically political themes, Aristophanes - 
in contrast to earlier comedy writers and also to those who were 
his contemporaries - continued to devote attention to the real 
problems of society; even his surreal fictions were based on 
such themes. For instance, Wealth draws its inspiration from the 
theme of the unjust distribution of wealth, a social question that 
was evidently widely felt. As far as we can tell from ancient 
testimonies, this awareness of social and existential themes also 
characterised Aristophanes’ last plays, which were performed 
posthumously and are now lost (Cocalus and Aeolosicon). 
Moreoever, certain signs pointing towards Middle Comedy and, 
above all, New Comedy should also be borne in mind, such as 
the emphasis on the above mentioned thematic interests, but 
also a few dramaturgical evolutions, such as the marked 
reduction of the role of the chorus, which became restricted to 
minor and accessory interventions, and the drastic downscaling 
or outright abandonment of the parabasis. 

Profound genetic relations link Attic Comedy to Sicilian 
dramatic production in the Doric dialect, from the comedy of 
Epicharmus to Sophron’s mime (cf. The Classical Age V 4.1). But 
Aristophanes’ versatility in his use of language, style and 


themes is a sign of his great familiarity with the literary models 
of the past, above all the archaic iambographic tradition 
(Archilochus and Hipponax, cf. The Archaic Age III 2.1, 2.2, 2.4), 
with which comedy shares the metre of the episodic parts 
(iambic trimeter). The relationship between the two parts can be 
recognised, first and foremost, in their common roots stemming 
from the verbally aggressive features of the iambiké idea, and, 
specifically, in their use not only of the same rhetorical and 
linguistic devices but also of aischrologia; additionally, they both 
share the technique of the parodic inversion of serious models, 
situations and characters. The parodic intention presupposes 
the ability to produce texts that satisfy the requirements of 
noble and elevated genres such as Homeric epic and tragedy 
but, at the same time, to distort the diction and stylistic features 
ironically. Furthermore, quite precise formal and content-related 
affinities have been pinpointed between the choral parts of 
Aristophanes’ comedies - of the parabasis, above all - and 
archaic choral lyric poetry. As was noted earlier, the theatre 
chorus developed from the rich heritage of the prestigious 
poetic tradition that had begun to take shape in the seventh 
century and which eventually went into decline and disappeared 
during the fifth. 

The dialogic and intertextual relation with the literary 
tradition provides the greatest manifestation of Aristophanes’ 
cultural depth and conscious artistry, of which he was justifiably 
proud. As in the lines spoken by the chorus-leader in Peace, to 
him was owed the exclusion of coarse and uncouth buffoonery 
from the stage, in marked contrast to the vulgarity of traditional 
comedy (749-751): 


He’s made our art great and built it up to towering size 
with impressive verses, conceptions, and uncommon 
jokes. He didn’t satirise ordinary little men and women. 


5.6 Language and style 


The inspirational comic atmosphere in Aristophanes’ plays is 


bursting with inventiveness, crammed with amazing gags, full of 
verve and hilarious situations. His highly creative use of 
language is an important aspect of his comic creations, in which 
he exploits the potential of words and language forms to great 
effect. 

In Aristophanes’ comedies one finds the living language of 
Athens, Attic as spoken by the average citizen in the author’s 
own day, though filtered through the poetic language created 
by the supreme artistic skill of a great poet. It is a language form 
that reflects the simple and colloquial speech mode of persons 
from a medium-level cultural background, in their everyday 
private life. One finds everyday language forms and even 
snatches of slang, or ambiguities characteristic of slightly less 
refined forms of language, even idiomatic forms and typical 
expressions, but strongly dialectal forms such as would have 
been found in the lower social classes are absent (apart from 
lines with the explicit aim of provoking laughter); rather, the 
characters are personalised by differences of style and dialect. 
In this connection, it should be borne in mind that in antiquity, 
Aristophanes’ language was regarded as an example of pure 
Attic. 

The most significant stylistic feature is the great variety and 
imaginative use of metaphor, highly favoured by Aristophanes, 
though not so much for its traditional literary significance as, 
rather, for its roots in the language and typical expressions of 
everyday and popular speech. One could well say that the 
frequent recourse to figurative language is an inevitable 
consequence of choice of the living language as the language of 
poetry. The imagery scattered throughout the texts of 
Aristophanes’ comedies reflects the social reality of his time and 
therefore springs overwhelmingly from the agricultural and 
seafaring environment. Additional rhetorical expedients are 
frequently associated with the lively and witty expressive 
language forms of everyday language: double entendres (often 
with salacious overtones), puns, aprosdokéta and word games of 
various kinds (especially neologisms, folk etymology, 
Onomatopoeia and the use of dialectal forms other than Attic 


and barbarisms). 

The vivid reality of communication in Aristophanes’ day also 
accounts for another highly characteristic aspect of his style: the 
juxtaposition of different registers, used in close succession to 
achieve a parodic effect. Thus the most vulgar language forms, 
characteristic of the informal styles used in the market-place, or 
street slang or even obscenities may on occasion stand side by 
side with the most elevated and high-flown literary forms such 
as lofty Homeric diction or the refined solutions found in the 
expressive language of lyric poetry and tragedy. 


5.7 Comedy writers after Aristophanes 


The “Old” phase of Attic Comedy also includes comedy writers 
who were active between the end of the fifth and the early 
decades of the fourth century B.C. These were authors who 
showed a preference for themes similar to those of 
Aristophanes’ late plays, which, as noted in the previous section, 
tended to abandon direct references to the concrete reality of 
the polis and, more specifically, to characters forming part of the 
world of politics. In contrast, the period after Aristophanes was 
characterised by a return to the world of myth, featuring 
subjects based on pure fantasy and imagination. 

For instance, Archippus drew on the saga of Heracles to 
compose Heracles’ marriage and Amphitryon, while animals 
endowed with speech (as in the fable tradition) were staged in 
comedies such as Fishes. 

A mythic topic also formed the subject of Myrmidons (a 
parody of Aeschylus’ tragedy) and Phoenician Women (a parody 
of the tragedies by Euripides and the tragedian Phrynichus), 
which the Suda lexicon attributes to Strattis. Among his other 
plays, it is worth mentioning two that focus on characters taken 
from real life, Cinesias and Callippides, who formed part of the 
Athenian culture of the time: the former was a dithyramb 
composer, the latter an actor. 

The mythic background also provided the source of 
inspiration for several comedies by Nicophon (Birth of Aphrodite, 


Pandora, Sirens, Adonis) and by Polyzelus (Birth of the Muses, Birth 
of Dionysus, Birth of Aphrodite), although Polyzelus also 
composed comedies that had a political content, as was also the 
case for works by Theopompus (Peace, The Mede), who is 
sometimes considered an author of the Middle Comedy (cf. The 
Classical Age VI 2.4). Metagenes is credited with composing four 
comedies, entitled Breezes, Thurio-Persians (on the oriental-style 
corruption of the inhabitants of Thurii, a Greek colony in 
southern Italy), Sacrifice-lover and Homer or Men-in-Training 
(according to others The Sophists). Finally, the comedy writer 
Alcaeus is believed to be the author of a play entitled 
Tragicomedy, which parodied tragic motifs and would later be 
taken up again by Anaxandrides, an author of Middle Comedy. 


VI Drama in the Fourth Century B.C. 


1 Tragedy 


1.1 Tragedy in the Fourth Century 


Tragic texts embodying works dating from a period later than 
the three great tragedians of the fifth century have not come 
down to us, with the single putative exception of Rhesus, a play 
that survived as a presumed work by Euripides, though even the 
ancients had doubts with regard to its authenticity. On account 
of its dramaturgical features, modern scholars believe it is likely 
to have been the work of an unknown fourth-century B.C. 
author. In any case, the Athenian drama competitions continued 
to be held very successfully and with a wealth of new 
productions. In addition, official Athenian inscriptions provide 
evidence that at least as from 386 B.C. the practice of repeat 
performances of the works of the great dramatists of the past 
(TraAata Spduata) became consolidated and was a typical event 


of the city competitions. 

As testified by figurative ceramics and the numerous 
theatres (some of which were truly grandiose) built during and 
after the fourth century, performances were extremely 
widespread throughout the whole of Greece and also in the 
Greek settlements in the West. The orator and Athenian 
politician Lycurgus, who stood at the helm of Athens’ destiny for 
twelve years after the battle of Chaeronea (338 B.C., the 
confirmation of Macedonian control over the Greek poleis), 
established a grandiose renewal plan for Athens designed to 
relaunch the city’s fortunes. His project included restructuring 
and renovating the theatre of Dionysus, as well as creating three 
statues of the great tragedians Aeschylus, Sophocles and 
Euripides and defining an official text of their tragedies, to be 
deposited and held in trust by the city authorities. 

Our knowledge of fourth-century tragedy is limited to 
information that can be derived from the ancient sources 
(among which Aristotle and Aristophanes’ comedies form an 
important part) and from the surviving fragments. Production 
continued extensively and tragedians normally composed plays 
based on the mythic sagas that had provided the sources of 
inspiration for the great fifth-century tragedians. A further 
testimony of how rich was the production we have lost and how 
numerous was the array of tragedians comes from a quick 
glance at a few names, for all of whom we have some 
information concerning their chronological position and their 
victories in the competitions, as well as a certain number of titles 
of tragedies. 

Meletus wrote a trilogy on Oedipus. Astydamas the Younger 
was a highly successful author; an ancient source states that he 
was the first after Aeschylus to have a statue dedicated to him 
by the Athenians. Carcinus II is said to have composed 160 plays 
and to have achieved 11 victories in the competitions. Cleophon 
composed a tragedy on the myth of Amphiaraus. Aphareus was 
also a rhetor, and his tragedies are known to have been 
composed between 368 and 341. Chaeremon is mentioned by 
Aristotle in Poetics, where he is praised for his descriptive ability. 


According to the sources, Neophron of Sicyon composed 120 
plays. Theodectes of Phaselis (who was also a rhetor and 
composed 50 plays) and Moschion (who, however, may have 
lived in the third century) are credited with also composing plays 
on a historical theme (in the manner of Persians by Aeschylus): 
respectively Mausolus by Theodectes, and Themistocles and 
Pheraeans by Moschion. 

The fundamental change in the sphere of dramaturgy arose 
from the gradual disappearance of the artistic unity of the 
various components of the performance, their unity gradually 
giving way to the increasing predominance of certain elements 
at the expense of others. Thus increasing importance was 
awarded to histrionic show-stealing by the actors, and to the 
virtuoso effects set up by the stage director, all of which aimed 
to capture the audience's attention with striking visual effects. 
The intervals made up of music, song and dance were reduced 
to mere intermezzi unrelated to the development of the on-stage 
action (there remain traces of yopo6 yEAn, “choral songs” that 
separate the episodes). Aristotle pointed out, furthermore, that 
rhetoric exerted a strong influence on the drama of his time 
(Poetics 6, 1450b 7) and, as previously mentioned, he cites the 
Greek tragedian Chaeremon, whom he compares to a writer of 
orations by virtue of the preciseness of his descriptions (Rhetoric 
III 1413b 12). Theodectes of Phaselis, Astydamas and Aphareus 
were also rhetors, the latter two attending the school of 
Isocrates. 

Noteworthy influence over the evolution of the text of 
dramas was also exerted by the increasing practice of reading 
and, consequently, the rise of the book market. This spread the 
new means of communication in the form of the “commercial” 
book - i.e. a form that was accessible to a greater range of the 
public, namely to the reading public who could enjoy the works 
even in situations unrelated to an on-stage performance. This 
development inevitably had an effect on the composition of the 
works themselves, leading to a growing awareness of the 
possibility for private enjoyment of the plays, which could thus 
be appreciated even regardless of any reference to their 


performance at a theatre. 


2 Comedy 


2.1 Comedy in the Fourth Century 


Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics IV 14, 1128a 22) drew a distinction 
between Old Comedy, i.e. the plays of Cratinus, Eupolis and 
Aristophanes - which in his view were full of foul language and 
obscenities - and a “new” (katvn) form of comedy, typical of his 
own time, characterised by greater delicacy of language and 
manner of behaviour. The definition of “New” (véa, nea) 
Comedy was taken up again by the ancient grammarians, but in 
reference to the dramas of Menander (active from 321 B.C.: cf. 
The Hellenistic Age I1 1.3) and his contemporaries, while the 
denomination “Middle” (uéon, mesé) Comedy was employed in 
reference to plays by authors who were active from the 
beginning of the fourth century up to the beginning of the work 
of Menander. 


2.2 From Old Comedy to Middle Comedy 


The transformations observed by Aristotle were beginning to 
make themselves felt and, as far as we can see, even the late 
productions by Aristophanes were already beginning to show 
signs of the new trend (especially in Wealth, which dates from 
388). While Old Comedy is conventionally, and for ease of 
historiographic categorisation, made to terminate in 385 - the 
presumed year of the death of Aristophanes - changes in form 
and content can already be noted in works dating from twenty 
or so years earlier (see previous comments in the section on 
Aristophanes, regarding his late productions). As far as the 
strictly dramaturgical plane was concerned, Old Comedy had 
gradually but substantially reduced the role of the chorus, which 
was now relegated to the status of a minor and purely accessory 
player. Furthermore, the parabasis, traditionally reserved to 


meta-theatrical interventions addressed to the audience by the 
author himself and replete with references to current events 
concerning the polis, was no longer in existence. Hand in hand 
with such changes, there was also an increase in the importance 
awarded to figures belonging to the lower classes. As far as 
content-related aspects are concerned, a gradual decrease in 
caustic references to events and figures belonging to the 
political set-up of the day can be noted: attention now tended, 
instead, to be devoted to more intimate and psychological 
themes. In parallel with this development, the plot began to 
depict social situations in which certain type-characters were 
portrayed (such as the servant Carion in Wealth). This genre of 
drama is generally referred to as “bourgeois comedy,” the 
development of which owed no small debt to Euripides’ realistic 
tragedy. 

The basic reasons underlying this tendency towards a less 
vivid focus on themes and greater emphasis on typical 
situations - which resulted in a loss of comic verve and 
weakening of the direct relation to current events - are to be 
sought mainly in the changed historical-political situation. After 
the collapse of the power of Athens following the defeat in the 
Peloponnesian War (404), the city had endeavoured in vain to 
regain a central position in relations among the Hellenic 
communities. With this aim in mind, Athens had also attempted 
to revive the Naval League (377). But firstly the Spartan 
hegemony, then followed by that of Thebes, later superseded by 
the rise of Macedonian control over the Greek cities (338, with 
the battle of Chaeronea), were among the factors that made it 
difficult for Athens to recover its ancient glory. These events also 
induced a notably adverse change affecting the collective sense 
of power and unconcerned safety that had characterised the 
dominant mentality of the polis during the fifth century. 


2.3 Features of Middle Comedy 


Despite the high number of authors and works classified under 
the label of Middle Comedy (57 comedy writers and a total of 


over 600 titles), only fragments from this period have come 
down to us: no entire work has survived. Among known names, 
mention should be made of the sons of Aristophanes: Araros, 
Nicostratus, Philetaerus. A few authors (such as Antiphanes and 
Alexis, whom we will discuss in further detail later) are credited 
by the erudite tradition with the composition of a very great 
number of works: this leads to the suggestion that the plays 
attributed to these comedy writers were no longer restricted to 
performance in the Athenian competitions, but were also 
performed in theatres in many different Greek cities, on an 
extensive range of occasions. 

One of the elements of continuity with Old Comedy (limited, 
however, to the first half of the fourth century) is the parodic 
portrayal of myth (for instance, a comedy writer by the name of 
Philiscus devoted numerous comedies to the motif of the birth 
of deities). This is a theme which, on various occasions, becomes 
a veritable paratragedy, in other words a comic parody of tragic 
dramas based on mythological content. Such an assessment is 
certainly valid for Antiphanes and Alexis, and also for 
Anaxandrides and Eubulus. The plots thus became increasingly 
out of touch with the real-world polis, although the delight in 
poking fun at contemporary figures did not completely 
disappear. For instance, Theopompus ridiculed the orator and 
politician Callistratus, who had worked on reconstituting the 
Naval League; Eubulus and Ephippus made ironic comments on 
the Sicilian tyrants, as did Mnesimachus on Philip of Macedon; 
the philosophical schools - above all the Pythagorean school 
and the Platonic Academy - were the butt of sarcastic remarks 
by Alexis, Epicrates and Ephippus. 

A number of elements that clearly prefigured New Comedy 
also began to put in an appearance. Thus an important role was 
played by type-characters such as the swaggering soldier, the 
parasite or the courtesan, or by titles pertaining to a profession 
or a trade (the doctor, the citharode, the cobbler and, especially, 
the philosopher), or by a reference to psychological traits. 
Another feature that began to take shape more concretely 
concerned plots which drew their inspiration from social reality. 


Both this aspect and the above mentioned characteristics can 
also be found in the Latin comedies of Plautus, who frequently 
modelled his works on Greek comedies from the period being 
addressed here. 

That such themes were adopted within the sphere of 
comedy deserves a word of explanation. Traditionally labelled as 
“bourgeois,” the plays in which they appeared included the 
presence of figures whose lives revolved around the typical 
trades of the merchant and entrepreneurial class. This 
observation also bears a relation to the development of 
Euripides’ tragic drama, which was not infrequently parodied by 
the comic poets of the period in question. In this context, the 
complexity of the plot gained greater importance, tending 
towards intrigue. The erotic theme often made itself felt; low- 
class characters put in an appearance, for instance the slave and 
the servant, the hetaira, the cook, the procurer; additional 
“types” became crystallised and appeared in numerous plays: 
thus one often finds characters such as the grumpy old man, or 
the passionate young man who has fallen in love, the parasite. 
The solution of the plot may be expressed in the form of an 
unforeseen ending, guaranteed by an unexpected recognition 
(anagn6risis). 

As far as the dramaturgical structure is concerned, the 
aspect that most clearly differentiated Middle from Old Comedy 
was the new and more limited role of the chorus, which now 
rarely interacted with the characters during the on-stage 
development of the plot. More often its function was restricted 
to performing choral songs between one episode and another. 
Thus it basically provided intermezzi designed merely to offer 
entertainment. 


2.4 Middle Comedy authors 


Antiphanes. The sources quote different figures as far as the 
number of works by Antiphanes are concerned: at the highest 
count, his production totalled 360 plays, which would make him 
one of the most prolific comic authors. However, he was not 


greatly appreciated by the ancients, who considered him to be 
rather boring. He lived in the mid-fourth century. We know the 
names of 130 titles of comedies and we have 350 or so 
fragments. Quite a few of the titles call to mind the contents of 
fifth-century tragedies and feature mythological themes, 
although these must have been portrayed with a parodistic 
intent (for instance Bacchae, Helen, Medea). Although political 
themes seem to have been relegated to the background, it is 
nevertheless interesting to note the presence of themes 
involving “literary criticism” (at times with an evident parodistic 
intention): for instance, one comedy focused on a contrast 
between comedy and tragedy, in relation to the problems of 
authors. One also finds characters that represent “types,” such 
as the swaggering soldier, the parasite, the courtesan, and titles 
relating to various trades (the doctor, the citharode) or which 
are suggestive of psychological aspects (such as The Se/f-Lover). 

Alexis. Alexis’ home town was the colony of Thurii in Magna 
Graecia near Sybaris, where he was born in 370, but he lived and 
was active primarily in Athens. Since he died at a very advanced 
age, in about 270, the last part of his production effectively 
already belongs to New Comedy. He is said to have composed 
240 comedies: we have knowledge of about 130 titles and 
approximately 300 fragments. The erudite tradition sees him as 
bearing some relation to Menander, for whom Alexis may 
perhaps have acted as a teacher. The themes of Alexis’ 
comedies are quite close to those of Antiphanes. We have some 
titles that hark back to the mythological content characteristic of 
fifth-century tragedy, indisputably treated from a parodistic 
perspective (for example: Helen, Seven against Thebes, Medea, 
Odysseus at the Loom). In some other cases, one finds subjects 
linked to the cultural situation in Athens at that time; in the 
latter context, Alexis directs his irony primarily against 
philosophers, among whom a major role is played by Plato. As 
regards the characters that appear as types (such as the cook, 
the soldier, the courtesan), an increasingly important role is 
assigned (at least, as far as we can see) to the figure of the 
parasite. 


Anaxandrides. The comedy writer Anaxandrides was said to 
have written 65 plays: we have about 40 titles and about 70 
fragments. Here too we find both mythological themes and 
subjects linked to the ongoing political and cultural situation of 
the time. 

Eubulus. Eubulus is characterised in the Suda lexicon 
(according to which, his akmé is to be placed around 376-373) as 
the author who marked the watershed between Middle Comedy 
and New Comedy. Of the 104 comedies he is said to have 
written, we know over 50 titles and about 150 fragments. He 
appears to have had a predilection for parody of tragedies that 
were based on mythological content, with special attention to 
Sophocles and Euripides. A comedy entitled Dionysius directed 
its barbs of irony against the tyrant Dionysius of Syracuse: it can 
thus be surmised that Eubulus also addressed themes 
associated with a political background. We have knowledge of 
titles evoking the names of trades and characters who would 
subsequently become fixed types, such as the cobbler or the 
hetaira. 


VII Epic and Lyric Poetry between the Fifth 
and the Fourth Century B.C. 


1 Epic poetry and Antimachus 


1.1 Development and continuation of the epic genre 


Earlier we focused on the final stages of the archaic epic and we 
mentioned numerous developments of the epic genre during 
the Classical Age (cf. The Archaic Age II 2.2), up to the figure of 
Antimachus of Colophon (whom we will address shortly below). 
In the context of Greek literary civilisation, the rise of lyric 
poetry, subsequently followed by drama, left less and less scope 


for epic, which became a rather unproductive genre, lacking in 
vitality or innovative features. Nevertheless, despite this phase 
of decline, epic continued to draw a fair amount of attention, 
both as regards its traditional contents but also with the 
introduction of new themes. Thus while in the Classical Age the 
idea of “going to the theatre” had become the form of culture 
and performance that most profoundly and visibly gathered 
together the body of the polis, it should not be overlooked that 
during the great public festivities (which were ceremonial and 
cultic occasions that were no less important for political-social 
life), the programme of the performance generally included a 
recital of epic by the professional cantors, i.e. the rhapsodes. 
These were often members of veritable corporations, such as 
that of the Homeridae of Chios, who had become a repository of 
the epic heritage. 

In addition to festivals and celebrations, the poetry 
competitions constituted another occasion on which the 
rhapsodes were called upon to perform. Such competitions 
were well-known events, which continued to take place for many 
years. The rhapsodes (a figure of which Plato has left us a 
valuable testimony in Jon) recited epic songs they had learned 
off by heart: for their performance they drew on the extensive 
repertoire that had been preserved and handed down over time 
by tradition, and also on texts that had been composed more 
recently. The rhapsodes’ recitals were certainly the most 
important route through which epic was preserved; their 
appreciation by the public and the success of their 
performances played a crucial role in determining the selection 
of what has come down to us and what has been lost. 
Furthermore, the rhapsodes’ recitals were one of the contexts 
(together with school teaching and philosophical reflection) 
where the first interpretations of Homer began to take shape: 
one can easily imagine that during or on the sidelines of a 
poetry recital, the need was felt to provide some exegetic 
information - conceivably fairly elementary - which would be of 
aid to an audience that undoubtedly faced considerable 
difficulty in understanding both the language and the content of 


their beloved Homer. Conservation, selection and embryonic 
interpretation are three concepts that highlight the features and 
the historical importance of the by no means few centuries of 
the rhapsodic phase of Greek epic. 

Traditional heroic epic, built up on the Homeric model, 
continued along the lines of narrating themes that sprang from 
the great mythic cycles; moreover, in addition to reciting the 
traditional poems, various types of verse creations continued to 
be produced, most of which are now lost. The most significant 
novelty, on the other hand, was the rise of a form of historical 
epic, that is to say, epic with narrative historical and ethnological 
content. The first appearance of this new trend is usually 
thought to bear a relation to the rise, between the seventh and 
sixth century, of historical themes in the context of elegy (as in 
the Smyrneis by Mimnermus, but also, for instance, in Callinus 
and Tyrtaeus), and in the two lost poems by Xenophanes on the 
history and founding of Colophon and Elea. Furthermore, it is 
significant that even in tragedy, in addition to the great majority 
of works based on contents derived from heroic myth, one can 
also find works displaying historical content, such as Persians by 
Aeschylus and the lost plays Capture of Miletus and Phoenician 
Women by Phrynichus. Additionally, Ion of Chios, mentioned 
earlier as a tragedian, also composed a work bearing the title of 
Foundation of Chios; this is generally believed to have been a 
prose work, although the suspicion has been voiced that it was 
conceivably an epic poem with historical content (like the above 
mentioned works by Xenophanes). 

In the period between the fifth and the fourth century, the 
most significant poets were Panyassis of Halicarnassus, 
Choerilus of Samos and Antimachus of Colophon. Heroic epic 
was represented above all by Panyassis and Antimachus, while 
the major exponent of historical epic was, again, Panyassis but 
above all Choerilus, a genuine innovator. They were widely 
admired in antiquity: Panyassis and Antimachus were included 
by the Alexandrian grammarians in the canon of epic poets, 
together with Homer, Hesiod and Pisander; Choerilus was much 
appreciated by the Athenians and set on a par with Homer 


during performances in public festivals. Unfortunately, only 
shreds of their works have come down to us, though we have 
slightly more evidence in the case of Antimachus. Overall, we 
can perceive from the surviving fragments that these poets 
brought about quite significant innovations, leaving us with the 
regret that so little documentation has survived of a genuinely 
important stage on the road that was to lead to the forms of 
expression of Hellenistic poetry (the transformations of an 
erudite, refined and allusive style offer interesting examples). 


1.2 Panyas(s)is 


In Greek the name of this author is NavUaotc or Navuacotc (of 
non-Greek origin: it is thought to have perhaps been Carian). 
Born in Halicarnassus, an Ionian city on the coast of Asia Minor, 
Panyassis was a relative of Herodotus (his fellow-citizen, of 
whom he was an uncle or a cousin). He lived in the first half of 
the fifth century, and took part in the political activities of his 
city; and it appears he may have been sentenced to death by the 
tyrant Lygdamis shortly before 454 B.C. We know that he wrote a 
poem with mythological content focusing on Heracles, and 
another of historical and ethnographic content concerning facts 
about Ionia. 

The Suda lexicon states that the poem on the life and 
adventures of Heracles (the title was ‘HpakAetdc or ‘HpdkAéta, 
Heracleias or Heraclea) was a work consisting of 14 books, for a 
total of nine thousand hexameters. Given the significance of the 
mythic cycle, it was quite natural for the themes to have been 
treated extensively in the sphere of epic: suffice it to recall the 
works of Chreophylus of Samos and Pisander of Camirus (cf. The 
Archaic Age II 2.2.2). It is quite likely that Panyassis represented 
an important phase in the canonisation of the mythic tale of 
Heracles’ labours, but the paucity of surviving fragments does 
not allow definitive statements. Positive appraisals that can be 
found in ancient authors such as Dionysius of Halicarnassus and 
Quintilian focus predominantly on the narrative structure of the 
material and evidently reflect appreciation by the Alexandrians. 


But all that is left to us is a total of forty or so lines of poetry and 
a few testimonies, from which it would appear that Panyassis 
probably related the overall saga of Heracles. A fragment 
presents Heracles gone mad and killing his own children; there 
are also a few fragments belonging to the twelve labours of 
Heracles, others refer to additional adventures of the hero. 

As regards the Jonica, not even one of the remaining lines 
can be assigned with any certainty (some vague suggestions of 
suspected authorship have been put forward, but they remain in 
the realm of pure hypothesis). The Suda lexicon asserts that it 
consisted of roughly seven thousand lines and described the 
events involving Codrus and Neleus (mythic kings of Athens and 
Pylos respectively) as well as the stories of the Ionian colonies; 
according to a widespread opinion, this type of content suggests 
it was characterised by the blending of mythic events and 
historical fact, as had already been the case in Foundings or 
Ktiseis - a trend that was destined to achieve long-lasting 
popularity. 

The few surviving lines suffice to demonstrate that his basic 
tendency was, predictably, a re-utilisation of the traditional epic 
language. However, Panyassis seems to have been distinctive in 
his particular delight in bringing back to life a range of rare and 
unusual expressions, i.e. he took pleasure in adopting an erudite 
and rather sophisticated attitude and in introducing word 
innovations of his own (if, that is, such a description 
corresponds to truth and is not merely due to deficiencies in the 
documentation available to us). 


1.3 Choerilus 


Choerilus was born on Samos, possibly around or shortly before 
480, and was active mainly in the second half of the fifth century. 
Plutarch, in his biography of Lysander, states that the Spartan 
general arranged for Choerilus to live with him in his own home, 
hoping this would prompt the poet to celebrate his host’s 
achievements. However, in the end it was king Archelaus of 
Macedonia who, after 404, succeeded in attracting him to his 


court in exchange for a considerable stipend. We know that 
Choerilus died not long before the year 399, while he was at the 
court of Archelaus, who himself died in 399 B.C. 

We know of only one work by Choerilus, an epic poem 
entitled Nepotkd (Persica) or possibly Neponic (Perséis), which 
dealt with the events concerning the Persian Wars. During this 
same period, the episodes of the great clash between Greeks 
and Persians were the object of the historical work by Herodotus 
(who very probably died before 424), but even before then they 
had been the subject of the play Phoenician Women by 
Phrynichus and also of Aeschylus’ Persians (performed in 472). 
The biographical detail which holds that Choerilus was a 
personal friend of Herodotus may be based merely on an 
evident and significant thematic association (although it can by 
no means be ruled out that they did in fact meet each other). 
What is certain is that Choerilus’ historical epic marks a notable 
change as compared to Panyassis and the earlier writers, 
inasmuch as Choerilus’ composition is a form of epic based on 
historical themes that were very close to the poet’s own time, 
we can say from a period contemporary with the poet’s own life, 
in comparison to the ancient stories of the foundings or the 
historical-ethnological accounts relating to various peoples. As 
far as we know, this approach was originally introduced in the 
sphere of tragedy with Phrynichus and Aeschylus whereas epic, 
heavily laden with the enormous weight of the more 
authoritative and hallowed tradition, apparently undertook this 
route of development a few decades later (if, that is, our 
documentation is not completely misleading). 

It is helpful to recall, in this connection, an interesting 
Homeric passage, indeed one of the most interesting in terms of 
the ideas on poetics expressed therein, namely Odyssey I 346- 
355. At the royal palace of Ithaca the bard Phemius sings of the 
return of the Achaeans from Troy and Penelope scolds him for 
selecting such a distressing subject, urging him to choose a 
different one from among the many songs in his repertory. 
Telemachus firmly counters his mother’s objection by providing 
a justification of the bard’s choice, arguing that men prefer a 


type of song that in their view sounds more recent, such as the 
song on the actions of the heroes of Troy. Accordingly, 
Telemachus appears as the bearer of a form of poetics that 
awards preference to stories closer to the author’s own time. 
Thus in some sense Telemachus constitutes a distant precedent 
for the poetics of a form of epic concerning contemporary or 
very recent events: one might even suggest that such an 
approach was inspired by the idea that more recent events 
affect us deeply and thus arouse a greater degree of interest 
and passion. Be that as it may, there is indeed a substantial 
difference: in the case of the Odyssey, the poetics of current 
relevance indicated by Telemachus remains part and parcel of 
the mythic story and of its representation in the realm of poetry: 
in short, it belongs to the chronology of the heroic actions with 
which the listeners are well acquainted by virtue of their 
familiarity with the world of poetry. In the case of historical epic, 
and above all in the outcome as represented by Choerilus with 
the tale of recent events, the contents consist of situations that 
have a factual reality; they are the object of concrete experience 
and also of historical narration. The parallel highlights the 
difference and helps to clarify the character of the innovation. 

Athenians were highly appreciative of the poet who had 
sung the victory against the Persians; Choerilus’ success was 
highlighted by the fact that his poetry was performed on the 
occasion of great celebrations, together with that of Homer. 
Unfortunately, all we have of his poem is about twenty lines for 
which his authorship is certain; considerable doubt is harboured 
with regard to the attribution of several hexametric fragments 
restored from papyrus shreds. Two surviving fragments almost 
certainly come from the proem and make it clear that Choerilus 
was fully aware of the nature of the period in which he was 
living and of the choice he was obliged to make. One of the 
fragments, consisting of only two lines, may well have been 
none other than the incipit of the poem, with an invocation to 
the Muse to guide the presentation of a Adyov GAAov (logon 
allon), a different story (evidently as compared to the general 
rule and the tradition), namely “how from the land of Asia / 


came to Europe a war so great” (fr. 1 Bernabé: an expression 
that is reminiscent of Herodotus). The other fragment expresses 
fairly well the difficult situation facing the poet, obliged as he 
was to search for new paths while at the same time bearing the 
burdensome weight of the epic tradition (fr. 2 B.): 


Oh lucky the one who was skilled in song, a servant of the 
Muses, 


in those days when the field was still untouched; 


whilst now, when everything has been divided up and the 
arts have reached their furthest points, 


so that we are left here last in the race, and nowhere is it 
possible to reach 


a newly yoked chariot, even for those who search 
everywhere. 


Wondering whether there was anything left that called for song 
and celebration now that everything had been distributed and 
art had reached its limit, Choerilus showed the most amazing 
awareness of having reached a turning point, from which there 
derived the choice of a new theme for epic: the recent great 
conflict between Asia and Europe. 

For Choerilus, we can once again speak in terms of a basic 
resumption of the language of traditional epic, brought back 
into use again with a highly sophisticated process of renewal. 
His approach also involved a search for rare and unusual 
expressions and the introduction of newly coined terms 
(however, caution should be exercised in the identification of 
such terms as rare or new, given the paucity of the 
documentation available to us). As far as we can see, the use of 
imagery also displays a non-trivial quest for novel forms. 


1.4 Antimachus 


For Antimachus of Colophon we can likewise speak of a 
considerable effort in the quest for innovation, but in a different 
sense: this time the poet’s creativity is expressed within the 
framework of mythological epic. He lived between the fifth and 
the fourth century: the ancient sources offer us a chronological 
identification according to which he flourished at the time of the 
Persian king Artaxerxes II, who reigned from 404 to 358. 
Antimachus composed a somewhat unsuccessful encomium for 
the Spartan general Lysander, who died in 395. Plato had such 
great admiration for him that upon the poet’s death he sent his 
pupil Heraclides Ponticus to Colophon in order to collect the 
complete works of Antimachus. This detail implies that 
Antimachus died before the death of Plato, i.e. before 348/7. His 
extant production is slightly more extensive than that of 
Panyassis and Choerilus: in particular, we have fairly substantial 
fragments deriving from two verse compositions, the Thebaid 
and the Lyde, as well as various small pieces pertaining to 
activity of a philological-grammatical nature. The ancient 
definition of Antimachus as ypayYattkos Kai TIOLNTNhs 
(“grammarian and poet”) evidently refers to this twofold aspect 
of his intellectual personality, which constitutes a distinctive 
feature of his activity and characterises the element of novelty of 
his creative work. Another two works are attributed to him, 
Deltoi and Artemis, but almost nothing is known as regards their 
contents. 

The Thebais (OnBaic) was a genuine epic poem in 
hexameters, probably divided into 24 books like the Homeric 
poems (though there is some suspicion that the division was not 
made by the author himself, but was introduced at a later date). 
Thus an overall length similar to that of the Homeric epic is 
hypothesised. The sixty or so fragments that have come down to 
us via the indirect tradition are almost all very short; a few 
papyrus fragments have been found, which restore a few dozen 
lines, but unfortunately they are mutilated. Nothing can be said 
concerning the structure of the composition or the narrative 
features of the poem, apart from the fact that it apparently 
narrated the whole of the Theban saga. It probably started from 


the love affair between Zeus and Europa, the sister of Cadmus 
(the latter being the ancestor of the bloodline of Laius and 
Oedipus); it then continued with the stories concerning Oedipus 
and his offspring Eteocles and Polynices, also narrating the war 
of the Seven against Thebes, and ending finally with the second 
expedition against Thebes, namely that of the Epigoni. This was 
a theme which dated back to the tradition of the great epic 
Cycles (it would appear that Antimachus aimed to cover the 
entire time-span of the Theban Cycle, which had been fixed in the 
three Cyclic poems Oedipodea, Thebaid, Epigoni: cf. The Archaic 
Age II 2.1) and which had subsequently become extremely 
popular, both in lyric poetry (for instance in Stesichorus, to 
mention just one of the names) and above all in tragedy. It is 
difficult to give an exact definition of Antimachus’ relation to the 
poetic tradition, but certain features can be highlighted. The first 
line of the poem (fr. 1 Wyss) has survived: it contains an 
invocation to the Muses, whereby the allusion to Homer points 
to a desire to match the great model of epic. It is thus a 
declaration that his work belongs to the most noble tradition of 
the genre. Furthermore, the presence of erudite references 
within the overall fabric of his mode of expression as well as the 
use of myth in an aetiological perspective (there is a fragment 
where an episode taken from myth is utilised to explain the 
origin of the name of a mountain in Boeotia: fr. 3 W.) 
characterise the innovative nature of Antimachean epic. Thus his 
works assume the connotation of an erudite form of epic, which 
was based on re-utilisation of a vast array of background 
knowledge, “reprocessed” and metabolised in a different 
relationship with tradition, in such a manner as to cloak the 
poetic creation in a scholarly garb. Thus Antimachus offers an 
approach to innovation that nevertheless remains within the 
traditional framework of mythological content; accordingly, he 
can be seen as a forerunner of erudite and aetiological 
Alexandrian poetry, including the aspect concerning 
philological-grammatical study of the poets of the past (in primis 
Homer): an approach that would become the trademark, as it 
were, of the Alexandrians and would be the lifeblood of their 


work in the field of poetry. Epic, which prior to that time had 
been recited in the presence of the vast audiences that flocked 
to the festivals and competitions, had now become a form of 
literature for audiences or readers with erudite interests, who 
were capable of understanding lines that presupposed in-depth 
knowledge of the poetic heritage. 

The term ypapattkos (grammatikos), which in classical 
Greek normally referred to the elementary school teacher who 
taught pupils to read and write, became more specialised in the 
Hellenistic Age and designated a philologist who performed 
exegesis on poetry texts. That it was used of Antimachus is, at 
one and the same time, both surprising and significant. As 
mentioned above, it is widely accepted that the first to provide 
interpretations of epic poetry - when the text and the audience 
offered the appropriate opportunity - were the very rhapsodes 
themselves who recited the poems; in this sense, it seems to be 
correct to state that interpretation of the poems arose first and 
foremost in the context of poetry itself. But while the rhapsodes 
may well also have been exegetes of that which, for professional 
purposes, they actively recited, the epic poet Antimachus went 
one step further, as it were: he devoted himself to studying the 
poets who were his predecessors, and the inspiration from 
these sources then nurtured a personal and new poetic 
creativity of his own. Antimachus’ study of the language of epic 
must have been intense and precise, given that in his own 
poems he re-utilised Homeric “glosses,” that is to say, rare and 
recherché expressions that called for a comment in order for 
their true significance to be understood and appreciated. Such a 
procedure was not new: it had long been adopted by poets; 
Antimachus, however, began to make it into a principle of 
poetics and of unceasing research, as the Alexandrian poets 
would do a little later, with increasing intensity and refinement. 
It is particularly striking that - according to the sources - 
Antimachus produced an edition of Homer, although it is 
difficult to give a precise specification of the aspects and 
characteristics of that which is defined as ekdosis. Later, the 
Alexandrian philologists would often cite his work and they 


frequently mentioned it as being among the material they had 
available for consultation. Although we should assume that it 
was fairly embryonic in comparison with the later developments 
of philology, it still remains a significant marker of his level of 
interest in the study of archaic epic as a function of his own 
poetry. Furthermore, we have extensive evidence that 
Antimachus, evidently prompted by numerous claims 
concerning the location of Homer’s birth, maintained that the 
poet had been born at Colophon: we cannot say whether 
Antimachus composed a veritable biography, but this certainly 
testifies to an additional aspect of his Homeric research. 

In contrast, the work entitled Lyde (AUSn), which may have 
consisted of two books, belonged to the elegiac genre and was 
composed in distichs. It has been argued by some critics that it 
was formed of one single long elegy, while others maintain it 
consisted of a group of elegies, which may even have been 
assembled after Antimachus’ death rather than by the poet 
himself. Lyde, the maiden loved by the poet, died at an early age 
and the poem speaks of this sad event by establishing a parallel 
with the unfortunate love stories described in myth. Only very 
few fragments are still extant (considerably fewer than for the 
Thebaid): thus it is risky to draw conclusions. If it was an elegy 
based on an essentially love theme, one cannot fail to call to 
mind the precedent of Mimnermus, who was probably likewise 
from Colophon. In any case, that the erotic subject with its 
“personal” touches is intermingled with erudite mythographic 
narration is yet another innovation - as compared to the 
symposial, pedagogic and political themes that were so frequent 
in archaic elegy - that seems to prefigure subsequent 
developments of Alexandrian elegy. 

As mentioned above, Antimachus’ epic-Homeric language 
base is varied and refined by a sophisticated utilisation of 
glosses, rare and difficult words and expressions, accompanied 
by exegetic elements incorporated into the diction, which is 
thereby embellished with scholarly and allusive elements. As far 
as we can see, his style comes across as communicating the 
slightly heavy solemnity that would be expected from a high 


style similar to that of epic. We cannot gain any insight into the 
overall structure of the work, but it can be said that the body of 
narrative devoted unusually extensive attention to erudite 
digression, conceivably for an aetiological purpose. 


2 Music and lyric poetry in the Fifth and the 
Fourth Century B.C. 


2.1 The theory of music in the Fifth Century and Damon 


The ancient Greeks were always aware of the power of 
fascination awakened by music, as is emblematically revealed by 
the mythic figure of Orpheus, whose songs were capable of 
arousing an emotive response from the elements of nature and 
even from the deities in Hades. Often this power was analysed in 
relation to specific conceptions of the human soul, and music 
education was considered as a non-secondary aspect of the 
educational framework. Furthermore, the art of poetry also 
played a significant role in the world of music: in one way or 
another, a musical melody always formed the accompaniment 
to the execution of a poetic text (with the sole exception of the 
recited parts at the theatre): in addition to the full-throated 
singing of melic poetry and the lyrical parts (choral and 
monodic) performed in the theatre, the recitative (parakatalogé) 
of epic poetry, elegy and iambic-trochaic lyric verse was likewise 
sustained by a musical background. Furthermore, there was no 
lack of purely instrumental musical production, on the aulos and 
the cithara. Unfortunately the almost total loss of the musical 
component limits or severely hampers our ability to achieve a 
global and in-depth understanding of the poetry itself as well as 
the music of ancient times. A few papyrus fragments of the 
scores remain, giving a glimpse of the music, but they date from 
no earlier than the third century B.C. (even though, at least in 
one case, Pap. Vienna G 2315, which contains some verses of 
Euripides’ Orestes with musical notation, we cannot exclude that 
the original musical accompaniment is being reproduced), 


whereas for the earlier period we have mainly indirect 
information, gleaned from bits of information scattered here 
and there in the texts. Great expectations were raised by the 
finding of papyrus fragments in 1981 at Daphni near Athens, in 
the “Tomb of the Poet” or “of the Musician,” dated to 430/20 
B.C., so named because the remains of musical instruments 
were also found at the same location (cf. Introduction 3.3), but 
they were soon disappointed. In contrast, we possess quite a 
few pieces of evidence concerning theoretical writings on music 
and musicological reflections, which at least offer some insight 
into this aspect of the musical phenomenon. 

The information available to us stems mainly from the works 
of an author who lived in the middle of the fourth century B.C., 
the peripatetic Aristoxenus of Tarentum, usually defined as 0 
UOUOLKOG, that is to say, “the musician par excellence” (just as 
Homer is 6 ttountns, “the poet par excellence”). His writings 
gathered together the results of earlier reflections on music and 
constituted a fundamental reference point for subsequent 
studies, right up to the Byzantine Era. It can even be said that in 
antiquity Aristoxenus’ theory of harmony and rhythm was 
completely dominant, strengthened also by adoptions and 
adaptations of his theory within the context of schools. The text 
of Elements of Harmony has come down to us in full, and we also 
have substantial parts of Elements of Rhythm, as well as 
fragments of other works (on the relationship between 
Aristoxenus and Aristotle, cf. The Classical Age XIII 3.8.2). 

The Greeks had an extremely sensitive response to music, 
and held musical phenomena in high regard: in addition to the 
enormous importance of the phenomenon in terms of its 
relation to poetry, its great significance is testified also by the 
great attention devoted to studying how audiences reacted to 
the performance of music and by the influence this sphere of art 
exercised on the education and habit of the general public. Such 
a situation also implied that music had become strongly 
associated with ethics, politics and behavioural trends in society. 
It was also felt that the various different types of music or 
instruments were endowed with specific characteristics and 


were also distinguished by the kind of effects they prompted. 
For instance, Doric harmony was regarded as noble, calm and 
solemn, while the harmonic effects of Phrygian harmony were 
said to have the power to inflame the soul and lead to madness; 
Lydian harmony was regarded as intermediate between the two 
extremes. The melody of wind instruments was held to be 
capable of arousing turbulence in the mind and affecting mental 
balance, whereas string instruments were felt to be the bearers 
of a sense of nobility. 

Study of the effects of music on the mind and spirit of man 
provided the starting point for theories of the musical éthos. 
Ever since the time of the Sophists, a widespread doctrine on 
the character (éthos) of the different rhythms of music had held 
that different aesthetic and moral qualities and different 
emotive responses were associated with the various types of 
music. The aspects of music thought to be responsible for 
variations of this nature included features such as the character 
of the dances and songs, but also elements defined by means of 
theoretical elaborations concerning numeric relations (for 
instance, regularity or irregularity); subjective critical 
considerations were also felt to play a significant role. The most 
ancient aspect known to us in reference to these theories was 
based on a Pythagorean foundation: the structure of music rests 
on numeric relations (sounds are determined by the strings: a 
given length, half of that length, twice the length, and so forth). 
It was believed that different mathematical ratios are linked by 
their very nature to different passions of the mind: hence the 
idea that certain emotions correspond to certain rhythms by 
natural necessity. A decisive change came about with the 
empirical approach of Damon, which was based essentially on 
the observation of phenomena involving sound. 

The figure of Damon of Oa is particularly significant in the 
context of the rich musicological debate in Athens during the 
fifth century. He had been a pupil of the famous musician 
Agathocles, from the Pythagorean school (one of Pindar’s 
teachers); he was then, in his turn, the music master of Pericles 
(and possibly also of Socrates). It would appear that he also 


attended the lectures of Prodicus of Ceos. The sources depict 
him as aman immersed in the world of politics, not devoid of 
influence over Pericles: apparently, in 444 B.C. he was subjected 
to ostracism for having proposed the introduction of payment 
by the day for citizens who performed jury service in the 
people’s tribunals; or - according to others - for having backed 
the enormously expensive construction of the Odejon, the 
covered theatre designed to host musical and singing 
performances. His influence over the culture of music was 
profound and enduring. 

As far as his music theory is concerned, we have evidence, 
including from highly authoritative sources (for instance from 
Plato, who was influenced by the thought of Damon), but 
unfortunately only very few fragments have survived. Ina 
treatise structured as a form of discourse, addressed to the 
members of the Areopagus, Damon explained his theory of the 
€thos of the various harmonies, indicating their influence over 
the character and education of citizens. Thus Damon, like the 
Pythagoreans, believed there to be a direct relation between the 
structure of music and human behaviour; however, Pythagorean 
theory was linked to abstract study of mathematical relations 
among sounds and the potential relation between sounds and 
human passions, whereas Damon’s reflections were less 
concerned with these ideas. Rather, Damon promoted and 
supported an experimental approach, based on concrete 
observation of the effects produced by music on the human 
mind and soul, as manifested by the reaction of the listeners. 
Damon's thought thus rests on an ethical conception of music, 
which holds that the different types of harmony correspond to 
different aspects of the human mind (these are the 
presuppositions that form the basis for the éthos of music). In 
short, positive and negative qualities of modes of behaviour are 
reflected in music, where they are mirrored quite precisely in the 
rhythms and modes of musical compositions; correspondingly, 
behaviour itself can be influenced by music, which can have 
positive or adverse behavioural effects. The theory of ethics thus 
went so far as to devote explicit attention to the pedagogical 


and political offshoots effects of listening to music. Plato 
attributes to Damon the idea that there exists a correspondence 
between a change in the manner of making music and changes 
in the fundamental laws of the state. This highlights the 
importance and value the Greeks attributed to music and its role 
in the cultural and civic life of society. 


2.2 Theories and polemics in the world of music 


During the fifth century important innovations came about in 
the tastes, theory and practice of music. This resulted in a 
polemic between traditionalists and innovators, the significance 
and intensity of which can best be understood by bearing in 
mind the value and influence attributed to music education. The 
divergences concerned, first and foremost, the relation between 
music and the poetic text. The “modern” position was primarily 
concerned with shifting the focus of interest from the text - i.e. 
words - to the music and the melody, the latter being regarded 
as having an independent value of its own in terms of 
expressiveness. As a result of significant technical progress, 
accompanied by the new need to endow poetry recitals with the 
characteristics of a veritable show, greater importance was 
awarded to the aspects of rhythm and sound, which began to 
take on the features of a virtuoso performance. The textual 
element of poetry, on the other hand, appeared to be 
increasingly relegated to a background position, or even 
reduced to a subsidiary function. This change was reflected in a 
new approach to the theory of music, leading to a contrast 
between a conservative point of view, which still maintained the 
traditional predominance of words over music, versus those 
who supported the new trends, in favour of the predominance 
and greater independence of the musical part itself. 

Notable echoes of the conservative position can be 
observed, for instance, in playwrights, such as Pratinas of Phlius 
(already in the early decades of the fifth century) and the 
comedy writer Pherecrates (a contemporary of Aristophanes); in 
a fragment Pherecrates does not mince his words and speaks 


straight out of “corrupt” music and the rapid decadence 
affecting his own era. The coryphaeus of the conservatives 
emerged in Aristoxenus: his position remained bound to the 
severe forms of fifth-century music, as compared to the new 
theories and new trends that were gaining the upper hand. The 
innovations made themselves felt above all in melic forms such 
as the dithyramb and the nomos, but it was not long before they 
also influenced the lyric forms of tragic drama of an author open 
to experimentation such as Euripides. The fundamental 
innovation consisted of the growing popularity of solo melodic 
songs, which were increasingly freeing themselves from the 
constrictions of fixed metrical structures and were gradually 
taking the place of traditional choral song organised into 
rigorous strophic structures. 

The dithyramb was originally a religious song in honour of 
Dionysus which was widespread during the Archaic Age. 
Towards the end of the sixth century, Lasus of Hermione - one 
of Pindar’s teachers, who is indicated in the sources as the first 
to write about the theory of music - is said to have popularised 
this lyric form in Athens, where a dithyramb competition was set 
up as part of the Dionysia festival. Simonides, Pindar and 
Bacchylides made use of this genre for their compositions and 
achieved victories in the dithyrambic events. The innovations in 
the field of music concerned above all a new form of dithyramb, 
which even the ancients distinguished from the traditional 
dithyramb. A decisive role in this field was played by 
Melanippides of Melos, who lived in the second half of the fifth 
century: in his compositions he awarded a preponderant role to 
music and solo songs, and in addition he abandoned the 
strophic division and awarded preference to the aulos as 
compared to the lyre. In short, he acted in favour of the musical 
element that was achieving the most significant popularity at 
that time. The case of Melanippides provided a guiding example 
which was then taken up by authors such as Philoxenus of 
Cythera (who was an enslaved person and a pupil of 
Melanippides and who was hosted for a period of time by the 
Syracusan tyrant Dionysius I) and Cinesias of Athens. 


The figure of Phrynis of Mytilene, who taught Timotheus of 
Miletus, stands out as a marked innovator. He became famous 
for having used various different harmonies within the same 
composition, thereby creating a particularly rich and elaborate 
form of music. Moreover, after the innovation introduced by 
Terpander, who - according to the traditional account - had 
introduced the seven-string lyre, Phrynis came up with the idea 
that he would be able to address the requirements of his own 
musical compositions more successfully with a nine-string lyre. 
He is regarded as an innovator of the nomos, and is thought to 
have introduced variety in its metres. It is worth calling to mind 
that the nomos was originally merely a type of musical melody 
for the cithara (citharodic nomos) or for the aulos (auletic 
nomos), to which a singing voice was later added: it now became 
possible to have a citharodic nomos or an aulodic nomos 
performed by a solo singer. In the framework of musical theory, 
Terpander is said to have distinguished and defined seven types 
of nomos, associated with different musical modes or melodies. 
The tradition of the nomos and its character as a solo song 
favoured a development similar to that of the dithyramb; 
accordingly, the nomos likewise went through a number of 
changes and became embroiled in analogous polemics on the 
type and role of music. 


2.3 Timotheus of Miletus 


A composer of dithyrambs and nomoi that drew their inspiration 
from the new fashion of music, Timotheus was from Miletus, but 
he lived in Athens between the end of the fifth century and the 
middle of the fourth and was a pupil of Phrynis. In our 
perspective, his name is associated above all with one of the 
most ancient papyrus finds, dated to the final decades of the 
fourth century B.C., which has preserved an extensive fragment 
of roughly 250 lines of a nomos that he named The Persians, 
devoted to a portrayal of the celebrated battle of Salamis in 480 
B.C. It can thus be noted that the enthusiasm associated with 
the theme of the Persian Wars, which also numbered Aeschylus’ 


celebrated tragedy by the same name among its precedents, 
showed no sign of waning in the new modes of expression. 

In the final part of the composition (the owpayic, sphragis or 
“seal”), Timotheus puts forward a sort of personal poetic 
manifesto, expressing his rejection of the ancient modes of 
poetry and his preference for the new lyric forms, proudly 
boasting that he formed part of the “historic” group of 
innovators in the field of musical techniques (Orpheus and 
Terpander) on account of his adoption of the eleven-string 
cithara. That he did indeed aim to distance himself from the 
tradition can be seen above all in his decision to treat the 
representation of the battle in a rather dramatic form and tone, 
which he achieved by means of rapid snatches of strikingly 
descriptive pieces played in close succession: although his 
technique may to some extent indulge in attention to secondary 
details, his creation was endowed with colouristic effectiveness 
and a hint of exoticism, as for instance in the desperate 
lamentations of the defeated barbarians, not devoid of flashes 
of linguistic mimesis. 


2.4 The poetess Erinna 


We have no lack of information about the poetess Erinna, but 
the material in our possession is of dubious reliability. She may 
have been from Tenos (the name of a Cycladic island and also of 
a locality in Laconia); her chronology is uncertain, because on 
the basis of the sources her akmé can be placed at the 
beginning or towards the middle of the fourth century; she is 
said to have died at the age of only nineteen, but even these 
items of information are doubtful. She is credited with three 
epigrams contained in the Palatine Anthology (VI 353; VII 710; VII 
712), but once again their authenticity as works by Erinna is 
open to doubt. 

She dedicated a short poem to her friend Baucis, who died 
on the very day of her wedding. The poem was entitled Distaff 
(AAakata): a papyrus - unfortunately in rather poor condition - 
has restored 54 lines, in Doric dialect with traces of epic and 


Aeolic forms. Erinna weeps at the loss of her friend, portraying 
her sorrow with realism and nostalgic pathos, recalling the 
happy moments and the time spent together in household 
activities when they were young girls, especially when they were 
working at the loom (hence the title). By virtue of its metre, its 
presumed length (about 300 lines) and theme, this composition 
is of interest inasmuch as it foreshadows the epyllion, a form of 
epic poetry that would later enjoy great appreciation in the early 
Hellenistic Age. It is no coincidence that Distaff became rather 
well-known and achieved enduring popularity precisely in the 
Hellenistic Age, and then for a prolonged period during the 
following centuries, giving rise among authors of epigrams and 
biographers to an enduring image of Erinna as a sentimental 
poetess fated to have no more than a short-lived destiny. 


VIII Medicine and Hippocrates 


1 Medicine in the Archaic Age 


1.1 Two different visions of the physician and of medicine 


In the Iliad, among the Greek heroes taking part in the war, two 
are also physicians, namely Podalirius and Machaon, who were 
the sons of Asclepius, a prince of Tricca in Thessaly. Asclepius 
himself was also a doctor and a healer, who had been taught by 
the centaur Chiron on how to heal wounds. With regard to 
Machaon, who had been wounded in battle, it was said “a healer 
who has the skill to cut out arrows and apply / soothing 
ointments is worth a great number of other men” (I/iad XI 514- 
515). These characters had a prestigious position and 
represented the figure of the witchdoctor (or shaman), who also 
used magic spells, sacrifices or ritual purifications for purposes 
of healing wounds or curing diseases with the aim of restoring 


men to health, thus ridding them of diseases, which were 
regarded as a punishment inflicted by a deity. By the time of the 
Odyssey, on the other hand, the horizon had already undergone 
a change and the physician had already become one among the 
valuable professional figures, namely the so-called “demiurges,” 
who were wandering healers and practised their art for a fee. 
But the two different images regarding the concept of the 
physician and of medicine continued to coexist for a prolonged 
period of time. 

Of these two ideas, the former links the medical tradition to 
a magical-religious and thaumaturgic conception of illness and 
its therapy; this was an approach which developed during the 
fifth century around the figure of Asclepius (who, in the mythic 
tradition, was the son of Apollo, the god associated with healing 
and overcoming sickness or disease), to whom numerous 
temples were dedicated. The cult of Asclepius, the god of 
medicine (Aesculapius, as he was called in Latin), was officially 
introduced into Athens in 420 B.C.; it then gradually intensified 
and, especially during the Hellenistic Age, it became widespread 
in numerous cities that were centres of Greek culture and 
learning (such as Epidaurus, Cos and Pergamum). It then 
continued to enjoy great popularity right up to the Imperial 
Period. 

The other vision of Greek medicine tended to be less 
dependent on a religious background and favoured a more 
scientific approach. It regarded the doctor as an observer of 
concrete reality, who studied illnesses and exercised his 
profession by moving from one city to another; at times, 
physicians of this kind would be hired officially as “public” 
doctors. According to the evidence in our possession, the most 
ancient representative of such a figure is Democedes of Croton, 
whose story is narrated by Herodotus (III 125 and 129-137), and 
who is usually thought to have lived in the sixth century. A 
disagreement with his father is said to have prompted him to 
flee from Croton, which at that time was the seat of one of the 
most highly respected schools of medicine; he then set up his 
practice at Aegina, where he was so successful that he was 


officially hired by the island’s inhabitants and subsequently also 
by the Athenians and the tyrant Polycrates of Samos. Following 
the same destiny as Polycrates, who had been defeated by the 
Persians, he became a slave of King Darius, but he had the 
Opportunity to achieve a successful cure for an affliction that 
was troubling the king: adopting gentle and non-traumatic 
methods, he enabled the sovereign to recover from a dislocated 
joint that had been ineffectively treated by the Egyptian doctors 
(who, by contrast, used strong and harsh methods). Demo- 
cedes thus obtained great prestige at the Persian court. 

Rich and varied professional experiences acquired ina 
number of different environments, as was the case with the kind 
of background that Democedes built up, made it possible for 
physicians to gain valuable experience in the treatment of 
wounds, especially those caused by injuries suffered during 
wartime, and of bone fractures and dislocated joints. Doctors 
therefore had the opportunity to build up considerable 
experience in the use of a wide range of medicinal drugs. These 
developments, reflected in the most ancient surviving medical 
texts dating back to the fifth century, already display a 
considerable body of therapeutic knowledge, which had 
accumulated by virtue of such experiences and had been 
scrupulously preserved. 


1.2 Medical literature 


Literary works dealing with a medical subject constitute a genre 
which in Greece underwent vast development, incomparable 
with what we know of the Middle Eastern civilisations (Egypt and 
Mesopotamian area). Yet these very areas of the Middle East 
also acted as the starting point for the development of a body of 
medical knowledge which almost certainly exerted considerable 
influence on the Greeks themselves, offering a rich source on 
which the latter undoubtedly drew. Unfortunately, the greater 
part of this literature has been lost. Notwithstanding this 
calamity, a fair number of texts survived and exerted a decisive 
role on the formation of Western medical thought during the 


Medieval Period, first through their translation from Greek into 
Latin, and then into Arabic; this subsequently gave rise to 
further numerous translations into Latin, at times of works that 
would otherwise have been totally lost and survived only by this 
route. 

Alcmaeon of Croton, a doctor and philosopher who lived in 
the sixth century and drew his inspiration from the Pythagorean 
school, is thought to have been the first to write a work focusing 
on medicine. To our knowledge, he is the first ancient scholar in 
whom one finds the dialectical relationship between medicine 
and philosophy that would be an enduring feature of the art of 
medicine throughout the whole of antiquity. An ancient 
testimony (Diogenes Laertius) presents him as an author close 
to the tradition of physiologia (the study of nature) and the 
proem of his work confirms this approach: 


Alcmaeon of Croton, the son of Peirithus, has said the 
following to Brotinus, Leon, and Bathyllus about things 
that are not manifest: about mortal things the gods 
possess certainty but as humans [sci/. one must?] conclude 
on the basis of signs (tekmairesthai). 


Only through signs can the nature of man and of the entire 
cosmos be interpreted. This implies a form of knowledge that is 
relative, achieved by approximations, but founded on rational 
activity together with sensory perception. 

In effect, Alcmaeon applied to human physiology and 
anatomy the same types of explanation as had been developed 
by the cosmological tradition that sprang from philosophical 
investigation. Every human being is composed of pairs of 
opposite elements (dynameis): therefore health consists of the 
balance among these elements, whereas a sickness arises from 
an imbalance among the components, with the predominance 
of one element over others. To express his thought, Alcmaeon 
often made use of political metaphors: a state of “equal dignity” 
(isonomia) of opposite elements corresponds to good health, 
while the “lordship” (monarchia) of one over another 


corresponds to illness. 

Alcmaeon appears to have been also one of the first to carry 
out anatomical research on the eye and to have discovered the 
function of the optical nerves. 


2 Hippocrates of Cos and the Hippocratic Corpus 


2.1 The Hippocratic tradition. Hippocrates: “born into the 
profession” 


The name of the great physician Hippocrates, who lived in the 
fifth century B.C., has become proverbial throughout the history 
of medicine, right up to the present day. Over the centuries, 
tradition has built up around his name a substantial and 
heterogeneous body of texts (roughly sixty) which make up the 
so-called Hippocratic Corpus. We know little about the life of 
Hippocrates: for although his fame as an excellent doctor 
circulated widely in fifth- and fourth-century Athens, nothing 
tells us that he actually spent any significant period of time in 
this city. A certain amount of information filters down from 
biographies and writings composed in a late period, such as the 
Epistles attributed to him, in which information of dubious 
authenticity and stemming in all likelihood from a considerably 
later date stand side by side with details that go back to a more 
ancient era. The blend of reality and legend, of ancient and 
more recent material has become almost inextricable, as in 
other ancient biographies; this need not mean, however, that 
any attempt at reconstruction should automatically be regarded 
with scepticism. 

Hippocrates was probably born around 460 B.C. on the 
island of Cos, in the archipelago of the southern Sporades. He 
was a member of a branch of the Asclepiads, an aristocratic 
family who maintained that their bloodline could be traced back, 
genealogically, to the god Asclepius; they claimed to be 
descended from Podalirius, the physician mentioned in the Iliad. 
The privileges and prestige enjoyed by the Asclepiads of Cos are 


confirmed by an inscription at Delphi dated to 360 B.C., which 
appears to allude to the right of precedence in consulting the 
oracle (promanteia). 

Medical knowledge was transferred in the context of the 
family, from father to son, both by oral and practical teaching. 
However, it is conceivable (according to the sources) that 
Hippocrates’ grandfather had already composed written works, 
possibly on surgery. The suggestion that Hippocrates may have 
been a follower of the rhetor Gorgias of Leontini and of the 
philosopher Democritus of Abdera has something of the air of a 
legend. On the other hand, Hippocrates did certainly enlarge the 
scope of his teaching from the family circle to external disciples. 
This was an extremely important aspect for the spread and 
development of a new type of medical knowledge, which 
thereby became accessible to a broader public and was also 
transmitted by new written forms, such as the treatises that are 
gathered together in the Corpus. 


2.2 The Hippocratic Corpus 


The works of the Corpus show great diversity, both in content 
and date, but they have in common the fact of being written ina 
form with a decidedly Ionian colouring, which associates them 
with the very early prose writings in the sphere of philosophy 
and history. The use of Ionian points to a specific literary choice, 
because the Ionian dialect by no means corresponded to the 
geographic identity of the medical authors of the fifth century 
who were operating in the Doric area (for instance in Thessaly) 
or in the Greek cities of Italy. The island of Cos itself belongs to a 
Doric area. 

Most of these works date back to the fifth and fourth 
century B.C. The formation of this Corpus under the name of the 
celebrated Hippocrates is the outcome of a collection and 
classification of texts, a task that took shape at the Library of 
Alexandria during the Hellenistic Age, prompted by the 
Ptolemies. Thus many medical works were gathered together, 
studied and arranged in a particular order; it is quite likely that 


some were already attributed to Hippocrates, but many of them 
must perhaps have been anonymous, inasmuch as they were 
technical texts for practical use. The scenario that can be 
reconstructed is that the original core of the Corpus took shape 
in Alexandria in the late third or early second century: the first 
work dedicated to the interpretation of the works attributed to 
Hippocrates is the lexicon of Baccheios of Tanagra, of the third 
century B.C.; then several physicians belonging to different 
schools, but in particular to the school that was called 
“empiricist” on the basis of its thought, devoted themselves to 
studying the works held to be Hippocratic. Subsequently the 
collection is presumed to have been continuously enlarged until, 
by the early years of the Roman Imperial Period, it had reached 
more or less the size that we know today. 

Thus a “Hippocratic question” has existed ever since 
antiquity; the basic problem it addresses resides in the attempt 
to determine the nature of the relation between Hippocrates as 
a historical figure and the works attributed to him. Naturally, the 
crucial aspect from the historical point of view is the dating and 
correct assignment of each individual work to the appropriate 
cultural background. It is therefore helpful to provide an overall 
view of the Corpus, but at the same time to endeavour to draw 
distinctions among the various thematic and chronological 
groups, also highlighting the basic textual characteristics of the 
different texts. 

Specialist Works. Among the texts datable to the fifth century 
or the early years of the fourth, a certain number were intended 
for practical use by doctors. These works, with their more 
technical content, clearly show that in addition to oral teaching, 
medical science had been making use of written communication 
as an intrinsic part of the education of the younger generation, 
the written documents then being gathered together as an 
archive of exemplary cases. One also finds instances of works 
“written to oneself,” that is to say, pieces set out in the form of 
notes jotted down by the person who gathered the information. 
Such rough drafts are frequently presented as the problem- 
raising phase of a continuous process of reflection on the 


relation between the general principles and the actually 
observable data (for example in Epidemics VI 3, 7: 
“Sedimentation after urination is more frequent in children. Is it 
because they are warmer?”). 

The specialist texts consist of nosological treatises, which 
acted as a sort of handbook of illnesses, outlining the 
symptoms, therapy and prognosis. For instance, the treatises 
entitled Diseases 2, Internal Affections, Diseases of Women 1-2 
describe, respectively, internal illnesses and gynaecological 
problems, laid out in series, with a highly formalised structure. 
The overview of the symptoms is often introduced by a phrase in 
the conditional, which is followed by a description of the 
symptoms and then by the therapeutic prescription (“if the 
patient is found in such conditions, one must do...”); finally, the 
prospect of a successful or unsuccessful outcome is delineated. 
The illness is seen as a process that evolves over time (due to 
movements or excesses of humours within the body, such as 
bile or phlegm), and the doctor must adapt his treatment in 
accordance with this evolution. 

Practitioners of the medical profession were also the 
intended readers of the texts organized in seven books entitled 
Epidemics (the title means “periods of time spent in foreign 
cities”). They gather together clinical findings resulting from the 
activity of a number of doctors. Books I and III, which are the 
most ancient and are traditionally attributed to Hippocrates 
himself, contain a series of individual clinical histories, 
interspersed with a description of the climatic and pathological 
context of a given location over the course of the year. The 
underlying conviction was that there exists a link between 
climatic changes, the nature of a given patient and the 
development of the various afflictions. The style is carefully 
moulded in such a manner as to be functional to communication 
of the data that are considered to be the most significant for the 
physician; accordingly, it is asyndetic and highly elliptical, often 
rendered by what was to all extents and purposes a veritable 
“brief note,” as shown by the following example (Epidemics III 
1a): 


Pythion, who lived by the temple of Earth, was seized with 
trembling which began in the hands. 


First day. Acute fever; wandering. 
Fourth day A Stoot static porte ct 
TTT oor ili. 


Fifth day. —Generatexacerbatior, fitfatsteep, 
0809007779999 TO NS tipation. 
Sixth day. —Varted Teddistrsputa. 


But one also finds reflections of a general and methodological 
nature, which have become emblematic of the entire 
Hippocratic conception of medicine. Here are a few examples 
(Epidemics I 11): 


Declare the past, diagnose the present, foretell the future; 
practise these acts. As to diseases, make a habit of two 
things - to help, or at least to do no harm. The art has 
three factors, the disease, the patient, the physician. The 
physician is the servant of the art. The patient must 
cooperate with the physician in combating the disease. 


The importance of forecasting the outcome, i.e. the clinical 
prognosis, is a significant development which indicates that 
fifth-century secular medicine had taken the place of the 
religious-divination tradition that previously characterised the 
more ancient conception of medicine as magic. The treatise 
bearing the title Prognostic is entirely devoted to the possibility 
of forecasting the development and outcome of diseases. 
Patients were to be informed of the prognosis, so that they 
would become aware of the doctor's science and would entrust 
themselves to his care (Prognostic 1): 


IT hold that it is an excellent thing for a physician to practise 
forecasting. For if he discover and declare unsided by the 


side of his patients the present, the past and the future, 
and fill in the gaps in the account given by the sick, he will 
be the more believed to understand the cases, so that men 
will confidently entrust themselves to him for treatment. 


In comparison to traditional divination, here there is no mention 
of any relationship with the divine: the ability to make 
deductions is based on knowledge of a nature that is shared by 
all human beings, together with assessment of individual 
constitutions, which are variable. 

The “popularising” texts. Other works forming part of the 
Corpus were certainly composed for a different purpose: rather 
than being intended for a specialised readership composed of 
doctors, they were designed for a broader audience, which 
included non-professionals, probably on the occasion of talks 
held in the presence of a broad public. Naturally, the style of 
these texts is often far more akin to the descriptive tradition of 
Ionian prose, or in some cases it is built up according to the 
structural techniques of rhetoric; one even finds cases 
comparable to veritable epideixeis, that is to say, public orations 
designed to convince listeners with regard to the subject of a 
particular proposal. In fact, many of these works bear a relation 
to the general debate on art-forms that arose towards the end 
of the fifth century, i.e. the discussion on the scientific validity of 
particular techniques and on comparative assessments of 
different arts. 

For instance, the treatise The Art defended medicine against 
those who accused it of being too frequently at the mercy of 
chance; the author defended his position by invoking arguments 
linked to contemporary philosophical discussions. A polemical 
rejection of philosophy’s overweening invasion of medicine is 
also found in the text Ancient Medicine, one of the most 
elaborately argued treatises: with profound methodological 
insight, it strongly rejects the mistake committed by doctors 
who make use of a simplifying postulate - such as heat, cold, 
dryness or dampness - in order to explain illnesses. Rather, 
looking back to the origins of medicine, the author 


demonstrates that medicine should be regarded as an art-form 
with a history and a method of its own, which it has developed 
through experience; he thus argues polemically against 
philosophers such as Empedocles, who believed that knowledge 
of man is a preliminary stage prior to medical knowledge: if 
anything - the author argued - the opposite was true, because 
medicine studies the causal relations between diet (in the 
broader sense of “lifestyle”) and man. 

An affinity with the Herodotean tradition can be perceived in 
the treatise Airs, Waters, Places, which is composed of two parts, 
one pertaining to medicine and the other of ethnographic 
interest. In the former, the author enumerates the various 
environmental factors (the city’s exposure to prevailing winds 
and sunlight, quality of its water supply, climatic situation during 
the on-going year) which the doctor should bear in mind when 
making a prognosis or treating the illnesses that may arise 
during the year in the city where he happens to be at that time 
(he is therefore a travelling doctor). In the second part of his 
text, the author describes the environmental effects on man’s 
physical and moral constitution, drawing a comparison between 
the peoples of Europe and those of Asia, reaching the 
conclusion that the differences are due to the climate but also to 
the influence of customs and laws. 

The text The Sacred Disease is a monographic study devoted 
to epilepsy, which was called the “sacred disease” (iepr voooc) 
because it was traditionally attributed to the intervention of a 
deity, and was therefore treated with purifications, magic spells 
and prohibitions. The author not only speaks out against the 
ineptitude of those who believe in such a theory, but he also 
rails against their impiety, asserting that he will include epilepsy 
on the list of natural diseases, since it too has a cause (a cold 
humour, phlegm, that invades the brain) and it is treatable. 

The treatise Nature of Man likewise addresses the question 
of philosophical fashions in medicine, pointing out that just as 
some philosophers believe that man is made of a single element 
(air, water, fire or earth), so there are doctors who believe that 
the human being is composed of one single substance or 


humour: blood, bile or phlegm. In contrast, the author argues 
that man is made up of four humours (blood, phlegm, yellow 
bile and black bile): by blending together they achieve a balance 
which maintains man’s health, whereas their separation or 
imbalance leads to illness. The proper balance among these 
humours varies in relation to the seasons. There are some 
particular types of illness that arise from an individual’s 
mistaken diet, and general illnesses caused by the surrounding 
air and which are therefore due to the climatic and seasonal 
situation. This treatise, as interpreted by the physician Galen 
(second century A.D), constituted the paradigm of the 
“Hippocratic doctrine,” which was subsequently transmitted to 
the Medieval Period, codifying in a standard manner the theory 
of the four humours. 

A redaction that is indisputably dated to the fourth century, 
but which also contained more ancient material, is that of the 
Aphorisms, the other text that became paradigmatic of the 
“Hippocratic doctrine” in subsequent centuries. This was a 
collection of brief propositions considered to display an 
exemplary content, often devoid of any connection between one 
another, which deal with the different aspects of the art of 
medicine (prognostics, etiology, dietary therapy and 
pharmacology). It constituted the breviary of European 
physicians until as late as the eighteenth century. The most 
famous aphorism is the first: 


Life is short, the Art long, opportunity fleeting, experiment 
treacherous, judgement difficult. 


Right up to the Modern Age, doctors always began their 
profession by pronouncing the extremely famous Hippocratic 
Oath. This is a short text that is contained within the Corpus: in 
all likelihood it dates from a rather late period, and has nothing 
to do with the father of medicine. 


I swear by Apollo Physician, by Asclepius, by Health, by 


Panacea and by all the gods and goddesses, making them 
my witnesses, that I will carry out, according to my ability 
and judgement, this oath and this indenture. 


These words are then followed by a series of ethical rules 
concerning protection of the patient and honesty in exercise of 
the profession; taken together, these guidelines testify to the 
level of ethical rigour achieved by ancient medicine, and they 
have remained a model for all time. 


IX Fifth-Century-B.C. Historiography 


1 Historiographic genres in the Fifth Century B.C. 


1.1 Continuity and new developments 


Following in the footsteps of the logographic tradition that 
dated back to the Archaic Age (cf. The Archaic Age V 1.4), the fifth 
and fourth century B.C. saw a considerable flowering of 
historiographic works characterised by a number of different 
approaches and a rather wide range of perspectives. They are 
generally categorised in terms of content: histories of foreign 
populations, genealogies and local histories. As we will see 
further on, the fifth century is also the era that saw the birth of 
far-reaching historiographic investigation, with Herodotus’ 
Histories, which were centred around the Persian Wars, and the 
development of a rigorous and pragmatic method of historical 
research, with the History of the Peloponnesian War by 
Thucydides. These works laid the basis for development of the 
historiographic genre over the centuries and millennia to come. 


1.1.1 Histories of foreign peoples: Persica and Lydiaca 


The archaic logographic tradition became the cradle of a 
noteworthy flowering of historiographic works centring around 
geographic, ethnographic and historical aspects of the Persian 
empire, which were hence called Persica. Interest in this vast 
empire, which stretched over such a vast area not far from the 
Aegean yet was culturally rather remote from the Greek world, 
had arisen in the Greek colonies of Asia in the wake of the 
increasingly frequent contacts resulting from Persian 
expansionism. This had led to adverse effects on the kingdom of 
Lydia and subsequently on the Hellenic poleis themselves, 
eventually resulting in the great conflict of the Persian Wars. The 
authors who were active in the period following this flourishing 
era restricted themselves, as far as we can tell from the scanty 
fragments, to reworking the data acquired at the earlier stage. 
Finally, the conquest of Persia by Alexander the Great eliminated 
the object itself of those historical accounts, which could now be 
included within the history of the undertakings of the 
Macedonian sovereign. 

Analogously, even before the Persian conquest, a number of 
contacts, above all of a commercial nature, had resulted in the 
development of relations between the Greek colonies of Asia 
and the kingdom of Lydia. In turn, this new perspective 
prompted an ethnographic interest, manifested in the form of 
Lydiaca writings. 

Of the fifth- and fourth-century Persica and Lydiaca, no more 
than fragments remain, transmitted through citations by later 
authors. With regard to the first half of the fifth century, we have 
knowledge of two authors who wrote on the history of Persia, 
namely Charon of Lampsacus and Dionysius of Miletus, and a 
writer who composed a history of Lydia, Xanthus of Lydia 
(perhaps from Sardis). Only shreds of their works have survived. 

For Charon of Lampsacus, what remains is no more than just 
a few scraps. Information on his life and writings suggests that 
he pre-dated Herodotus; this chronological hypothesis could 
reflect the idea - which was widespread in a later period but did 
not correspond to reality - that the authors of these 
historiographic forms were all earlier than Herodotus. It is 


nevertheless perfectly plausible to suggest that Charon lived in 
the first half of the fifth century. He was credited by the ancients 
with composing a great number of works, the common feature 
of which consisted of their ethnographic interest in regional 
habits and customs. However, it cannot be ruled out that some 
attributions may have arisen by mistaking Charon for one or 
more other authors by the same name. Persica dealt with the 
history of the Persian empire from the time of its founding up to 
the 490-479 B.C. wars with Greece. It is not known whether 
Hellenica constituted a separate work, to be distinguished from 
Persica, or whether, on the other hand, the two titles refer to one 
and the same work, in which case it could have contained a 
general history of the Persian War and the events leading up to 
it. Charon was also the author of a work on the local traditions 
of his city, the Chronicles of the Lampsacenes (‘Qpot 
AayuWaknvav), possibly in four books, with historical data being 
set in relation to the mythological tradition. 

The Suda lexicon states that Dionysius of Miletus was a 
contemporary of his fellow countryman Hecataeus, and despite 
the scepticism of those who would prefer to lower his 
chronological position to the mid-fifth century, the extant 
fragments show some evidence of archaic traces. Furthermore, 
a work of his was entitled The Events after Darius, from which it 
would appear that Dionysius’ chronological perspective focused 
more clearly on Darius (and Artaxerxes) than on Xerxes. In this 
context, only an author who regarded Darius as a protagonist 
taking part in the various events that characterised a key period 
such as the first two decades of the fifth century could have 
talked about a “post-Darius” period. The reign of Darius 
constituted the pivotal element of Persica by Dionysius; it can be 
hypothesised that this work dealt with Persian history up to the 
death of the king and that the work entitled The Events after 
Darius was an appendix added at a later date. Herodotus had 
knowledge of the work of Dionysius, but this should not be 
taken to mean that he used it as his source: rather, a 
comparison with the few surviving shreds suggests that he was 
strongly opposed to Dionysius’ approach. 


A probably slightly older contemporary of Herodotus, 
Xanthus of Lydia (perhaps from Sardis) composed a work 
bearing the title Lydiaca, in four books. An interesting piece of 
evidence that can be found in the work of the geographer 
Strabo attests to Xanthus’ active interest in scientific 
observation. Thus during a severe drought, with exceptionally 
low water levels, Xanthus noticed fossilised shells and marine 
mollusc casings even at some distance from the sea, concluding 
that at one time those areas must have been covered by sea 
water. Other fragments highlight an interest in topographic 
descriptions and legends not limited to Lydia, and in migrations 
that took place in a more distant past, which he sought to 
identify partly also by recourse to observations involving 
language (arguing, for instance, that the claim which held that 
the Mysians were of Lydian origin was confirmed by the fact that 
their language was a blend of Lydian and Phrygian; the origin of 
Lydians and Torebians from one and the same stock was also 
demonstrated by the fact that their languages were only 
minimally distinct from each other). No evidence can be found in 
the fragments to support the view that Herodotus made use of 
Xanthus. The historian Ephorus (fourth century B.C.) 
substantiates the suggestion that Xanthus provided Herodotus 
with a method that could be imitated: this is a judgement that 
could contain an element of truth, if indeed Lydiaca was a work 
in which myth, anecdotes and more sober historical narration 
were intermingled with scientific investigation, and various 
other interests were merged and blended together in such a 
manner as to create an interesting and engaging text. Xanthus’ 
work enjoyed considerable popularity during antiquity, above all 
by virtue of its epitome composed by Menippus of Gadara (third 
century B.C.). 


1.1.2 Authors of genealogical works: Acusilaus and Pherecydes 


In the Greek homeland, Acusilaus of Argos and Pherecydes of 
Athens composed their works during the first half of the fifth 


century. The approach to their chosen task adopted by these 
early historians of the Greek peninsula seems far removed from 
the wealth of problem-based and methodological works 
developing in the Ionian area, above all if it is compared with the 
scientific and rationalist attitude of Hecataeus of Miletus (cf. The 
Archaic Age V 2). In contrast, these authors seem to have been 
attracted, first and foremost, by the “wonderful stories” 
recounted in the mythic tales (this explains why their works 
have been described as “more backward” in comparison to the 
lively intellectual development of the Ionian area), although the 
presence of elements of rational interpretation of the contents 
embodied by the mythic tradition should not be 
underestimated. 

Acusilaus of Argos, probably a contemporary of Hecataeus 
of Miletus and thus active between the final years of the sixth 
century and the first half of the fifth, wrote in Ionian (a dialect 
that would remain traditionally associated with certain kinds of 
historiographic genres). The work associated with his name is 
entitled Genealogies or Iotopiat (Historiai), which at a later date 
was divided into three books, dedicated, respectively, to the 
gods (beginning with cosmogony and theogony), to heroes and 
to men. The work was not devoid of moments where the author 
indulged in possible rationalist explanations of aspects of myth. 
The city of Argos is recognised as having played a major role at 
the forefront of historical events: it is portrayed as the political 
centre of the Peloponnese and of the whole of Greece, as 
Opposed to Sparta and Mycenae, though a respectful glance was 
also directed towards Athens. The language and the style have 
an archaic flavour, with a predominance of parataxis and the 
presence of Homerisms and other poetic expressions; at the 
same time, however, one also finds non-poetic constructions 
and touches of Doric. 

Often mistaken for other authors bearing the same name 
(Pherecydes of Syros: The Archaic Age V 1.5) - and, on occasion, 
even placed in the Hellenistic Age on account of the erudite 
nature of his production, Pherecydes of Athens probably lived in 
the first half of the fifth century. He composed, in Ionian dialect, 


a work dealing with genealogy, the Iotopiat (Historiai), which in 
several cases extended as far as the full-blown historical era; in 
the work, he devoted special attention to Attic families (fr. 2 
Jacoby, listing the members of the genos of the Philaids, ends 
with Miltiades “who colonised the Chersonesus”). Pherecydes’ 
work was rich in pleasant and detailed stories, which were 
interpolated into the genealogical framework in the form of 
digressions that alleviated the somewhat concise catalogue of 
names. It was often consulted by the ancient historians; it is 
possible that his work was known by the Alexandrians: we know 
that Eratosthenes dealt with the distinction between Pherecydes 
of Syrus and Pherecydes of Athens. It was extensively used as an 
authoritative source not only by grammarians and scholars, but 
also by poets and literary figures, for whom the genealogical 
contents provided an indispensable repertory of references 
(many citations of Pherecydes are contained in ancient 
commentaries on Homer, on the tragic poets and on Apollonius 
Rhodius). 


1.2 Local historiography 


1.2.1 The beginnings of western historiography: Hippys and 
Antiochus 


The age of the Persian Wars, thus the first half of the fifth 
century, was the era when Hippys of Rhegium, the first Greek 
historian of the west, penned the writings that marked the early 
entry of Sicilian historiography into the general cultural 
development of the Greek world. We owe all our information on 
Hippys to the Suda lexicon as, strangely, there is no mention of 
him by later historians such as Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 
Diodorus, Strabo or Pausanias, despite the fact that these 
figures generally showed great familiarity with the western 
historiographic tradition. This absence has even raised doubt 
concerning the historical existence of Hippys. He is credited with 
such works as ZtKeALKa (Sikelica or History of Sicily) in five books; 


a text on chronography (Xpovika, Chronica); a Ktiots TtaAiac, 
(Ktisis Italias or Nepi TtaAtac, Peri Italias), which very likely dealt 
with the Greek colonisation of southern Italy. The fragments 
reveal typical characteristics of archaic logography, such as a 
predilection for story-telling as in a novella portraying an 
imaginative fantasy world, very often inserted within narrative 
digressions, and at times interspersed with observations of a 
rationalist nature. Certain features of the language and the style 
suggest an archaic era. 

The author Antiochus of Syracuse, active in the second half 
of the fifth century, composed an important treatise on the 
history of the western world, though it aroused relatively little 
interest on the part of the great historian Herodotus, who was 
one generation older than Antiochus. Out of respect for the 
canons of the historiographic genre, Antiochus used Ionian 
dialect when he composed his 9-book History of Sicily, even 
though he was from Doric Syracuse. The work started out from 
the mythic king Cocalus and is assumed to have devoted 
considerable attention to the movements of pre-Greek 
populations; his description extended up to 424 B.C., which was 
an important year for the history of the island, because the 
congress of Gela put an end to the clashes among the Sicilian 
cities that had resulted in the first Athenian expedition to Sicily. 
Since it appears that the historian did not mention the most 
important Athenian expedition to Sicily (415-413 B.C.), it is 
assumed that he wrote between 424 and 415 B.C. The work was 
used in all probability by Thucydides as a source for his overview 
of the Greek colonisation of Sicily (VI 1-5); the Syracusan source 
can also be perceived from the fact that the founding of 
Syracuse (734 or 733 B.C.) is used as a reference point for the 
other datings. His history of Sicily rapidly became outdated and 
its place was taken by similar works of later authors, such as 
Philistus and Timaeus; consequently, the work of Antiochus was 
soon disregarded and lost. 

Little has come down to us of the work On Italy. It is very 
likely that in composing it, Antiochus made use of the analogous 
text by Hippys of Rhegium. We have a fragment in which the 


beginning of the work is preserved (fr. 2 Jacoby): 


Antiochos the son of Xenophanes wrote thus about Italy, 
collecting the most trustworthy and clearest information 
from ancient reports; this land that today is called Italy was 
in ancient times occupied by the Oinotrians. 


1.2.2 Local historiography in Greece: Hellanicus and Damastes 


During the fifth century the regionalistic trend originating from 
the Ionian logo-graphic tradition gradually became more 
widespread not only in the West (Sicily and Magna Graecia) but 
also in the Greek homeland. A fundamental role, above all with 
regard to the subsequent developments of the local 
historiography of Athens and Attica, was played by a non- 
Athenian writer, Hellanicus of Mytilene, in the island of Lesbos. 
The ancient information on his chronology is far from clear and 
rather unreliable, as a result of a tendency by the sources to 
attempt at all costs to perceive or create a relation between the 
work of Hellanicus and that of Herodotus and Thucydides. The 
date of birth of Hellanicus can be placed around 480 B.C.; from a 
fragment it can be inferred that he was still alive in 406 B.C. The 
surviving fragments are rich in references to local traditions and 
curiosities, from which it is usually deduced that he travelled in 
Greece and foreign countries. He arrived in Athens with a 
reputation as a brilliant public speaker, and lived in the city for 
many years. An ancient source states that he died at Perperene, 
in Mysia, the region facing the island of Lesbos. 

The titles of 23 works by Hellanicus are known: they testify to 
the author's great variety of interests and his preference for the 
monographic form. However, it should be kept in mind that 
there is considerable uncertainty stemming from the manner in 
which “titles” were assigned to works in antiquity, resulting in 
fluctuations in the name of works or in parts of the latter. It is 
therefore quite possible to find different names or designations 
for one and the same text, or denominations referring only to 


sections of a given work. Some titles point to the genealogical- 
mythographic genre (Phoronis, Deucalioneia, Atlantis, Asopis, 
Troica) or to the ethnographic approach (Aegyptiaca, Persica, 
Aeolica, Lesbiaca, Foundings of Peoples and Cities and so forth). In 
contrast, some other works had a chronographic structure and 
content, with particular attention to historical events; List of the 
Carnean Victors and Priestesses of Hera at Argos adopted a 
chronological approach, which made it possible to include 
references to numerous events pertaining to the Greek world. 
Thus it is quite likely that these works also contained a notable 
range of information on recent innovations in the field of 
literature and music (for instance, on the fabled citharode Arion, 
who according to Herodotus was the inventor of the dithyramb), 
and that they also reflected the typical interest in the mTpwtoc 
eupetis (“the first inventor”) of human activities. 

Seen above all from the perspective of later historiography, 
the most significant piece of writing by Hellanicus would appear 
to be his work entitled Atthis (i.e. “monograph on Attica”). This 
likewise followed a chronological sequence, and it is here that 
one finds a mention of the most recent historical event (the 
enfranchising of the slaves who fought in the 406 B.C. battle of 
Arginusae); it is therefore assumed that this was the last piece 
on which he worked. The form of the ethnographic monograph, 
previously reserved for writings on foreign populations, was 
adopted by Hellanicus for Greek populations: thus in texts 
entitled Aeolica, Lesbiaca, Boeotica, Argolica and Thessalica it can 
be noted that interest focused (especially for the earliest times) 
not only on the genealogical element but also on eponymous 
figures and the etymological meaning of names. Atthis was 
structured according to an annalistic chronographic criterion 
that provided year-by-year lists - based firstly on the Athenian 
kings, followed by lists of the archons - containing various types 
of information (events, institutions, cults, genealogies) 
pertaining to Attica, starting from mythic time right up to the 
contemporary period. Events of ancient times were awarded 
greater attention than those dating from more recent periods, 
which were in any case described in the fairly extensive 


monographic essays by Herodotus and Thucydides. Hellanicus’ 
Atthis attracted considerable attention, as the Athenian 
historians of the day found themselves having to contend with 
this “foreign” author, on the one hand by engaging ina 
polemical confrontation with him, and on the other by 
disregarding topics he had addressed, which could therefore be 
regarded as already dealt with. 

The Suda lexicon informs us that Damastes of Sigeum, in the 
Troad, was born before the Peloponnesian War, adding that he 
was a disciple of Hellanicus and composed a number of works 
on a range of subjects: Catalogue of People and Cities, On the 
Fathers and Ancestors of Those Who Took Part in the Expedition to 
Troy, On the Events Happened in Greece, On Poets and Sophists. 
Another source credits him with a Perip/us, which was markedly 
dependent on Hecataeus. Like Hellanicus, he also addressed the 
question of the origin of Rome and attributed its foundation to 
Aeneas, who was fleeing from the great conflagration in Troy. 
The fact that the Troad was actually his home area meant that 
he was considered as a fairly authoritative source on matters 
concerning the area in question. 


2 Herodotus 


2.1 Herodotus “the father of history” 


Cicero's definition of Herodotus as pater historiae takes ona 
concrete significance in the context we are describing, 
particularly because he is the first historian of whom we have 
very clear knowledge and whose historical method and working 
procedures are clear and well-known to us. In addition, it should 
be borne in mind that his is the first work to have come down to 
us in its full form. Certainly, he had eminent predecessors, first 
and foremost Hecataeus, but the loss of their works makes it 
extremely difficult for us to understand and define the extent to 
which Herodotus was indebted to them; furthermore, the 
problem of how and to what extent he made use specifically of 


Hecataeus remains wide open. This notwithstanding, it can 
hardly be denied that his work ushered in a new stage in the 
history of Greek culture and literature. Hecataeus, who had 
boasted of being able to reconstruct the genealogy of his 
bloodline up to the sixteenth generation before encountering a 
divine antecedent, had in Herodotus’ view not allowed for a 
sufficient time gap between the gods and men, unlike the 
Egyptians, who could quote a series of 345 generations which, in 
Egypt, had handed down the priestly function from father to 
son. The distance between myth and memorable and 
reconstructable events was considerably enlarged. 

The interest in peoples and cities, and curiosity concerning 
the lives and customs of the populations, had become 
consolidated in the historiographic genres that had preceded or 
were contemporary with the “father of history.” It can also be 
seen as a natural complement to the emergence of a vision that 
focused increasingly on man and his life in the world, his 
achievements and his relation with nature. In this perspective, 
an aspect in consonance with the first steps of historiography 
was the development of philosophical reflection, starting from 
the early Ionian thinkers. Moreover, upon further consideration 
- and, naturally, mutatis mutandis - a further valid extension of 
this line of thought is represented by the various contents of 
lyric poetry and the situations presupposed by such 
compositions (cf. The Archaic Age III 1.1, 1.2). 

As time went by, the evolution of historiography was 
increasingly linked to reports on - and experience of - the 
progress of a city and its institutions. Herodotus was by no 
means unaware of this development. Born in Halicarnassus, a 
colony of Doric origin on the coast of Asia Minor that had 
subsequently become Ionianised, he moved to Athens, which 
had become the main focus of cultural attraction; finally, he 
became a citizen of the panhellenic colony of Thurii, in southern 
Italy (on the Calabrian coast of the Gulf of Tarentum, on the site 
of the ancient Sybaris). He also travelled far and wide 
throughout the Mediterranean, acquainting himself with 
populations and regions that were then described extensively in 


his work. He was thus not linked exclusively to any one 
particular polis but, as he states at the beginning of his work, his 
aim was to avert the risk that the memory of the great and 
glorious deeds of the Greeks and the “barbarians” (foreigners 
who spoke no Greek) might fall into oblivion; at the same time, 
he sought to give an account of the history of the cities of 
mankind and their rise and fall. These events would thus be 
depicted within the broader historical framework of the 
conflictual relation between the East and the West, between Asia 
and Europe, which culminated in the Persian Wars. 

Thucydides, proudly describing his own work as “an 
acquisition of enduring value,” contrasted it with Herodotus’ 
historiography, which he disparagingly scorned as “occasional 
and short-lived entertainment.” Indeed, Herodotus’ work was 
most definitely intended to be read aloud in public, in the 
presence of an audience of listeners who loved to hear stories 
about unusual populations and faraway regions; thus his work 
did also have a “hedonistic” content, which was almost always 
one of the typical characteristics of this kind of publication. 
However, both his clear awareness of the application of a proper 
method for pursuit of the truth, and also the great rethinking 
implied by his overall vision of the clash between Greeks and 
“barbarians” that culminated in the Persian Wars, point to a 
political aim involving Greece as an overall entity: a story of the 
freedom and independence of Greece, of its cities, faced as they 
were with the threats deriving from the East. It was politically 
useful, he felt, to ensure that the members of the variegated 
public who showed an interest in the entertainment provided by 
The Histories would be reminded of those events and the 
underlying motives, and would be prompted to reflect on these 
aspects in an ethical perspective. 


2.2 Life 


A considerable amount of information on Herodotus can be 
gleaned from his work, in which he often talks about himself. 
Another important source is the Suda lexicon (at the entries 


‘Hpodotoc and Navuaootc). However, almost all the dates that 
can be reconstructed for his life are approximate. 

He was born between 490 and 480 B.C. at Halicarnassus, a 
port city of Asia Minor on the coast of Caria, which had been a 
Doric colony for centuries, though it also gravitated towards the 
more dynamic and progressive Ionian area and, in the sixth 
century, gradually became Ionianised in its language and to 
some extent also in its population. Herodotus belonged to an 
aristocratic family, possibly of Carian origin; his father’s name, 
Lyxes, was Carian, as was probably also the case for the epic 
poet Panyassis, who may have been his uncle (or cousin). His 
family was involved in the city’s political affairs and took part in 
the rebellion against the pro-Persian tyrant Lygdamis, which 
began to make itself felt around 460. Panyassis was put to 
death, while Herodotus went into exile on Samos, an Ionian 
island that formed part of the Athenian naval League. He 
subsequently returned to Halicarnassus and participated in a 
second rebellion, which ousted Lygdamis; this event took place 
before 454, a year for which we have definitive knowledge that 
Halicarnassus was a member of the Athenian League, and the 
latter would hardly have been willing to grant access to a city 
governed by a pro-Persian tyrant of the likes of Lygdamis. 

At that time Herodotus was about thirty years of age. He had 
been born in a Greek colony populated by a Doric tribe; his 
family was associated in some way with the Carian environment 
(or conceivably was genuinely Carian), he had lived under the 
Persian domination and had also become deeply immersed in 
Ionian culture, both in his Ionianised homeland and also when 
in exile. Given this blend of different backgrounds and his 
experiences in which Greece and the East were to some extent 
merged, one can easily understand his range of interests and 
his capacity to grasp and narrate the events and cultural 
settings of Asia. His great journeys to the Near East probably 
took place between 455 and 445 B.C., and provided many of the 
settings in his historical composition: Persia, the regions of Asia 
Minor, Phoenicia, the coasts of the Black Sea, Egypt. His broad- 
ranging cultural interests, the knowledge he acquired from his 


travels, the memory of the Greeks’ victory over the Persians and 
his awareness of the crucial significance of this battle for the 
future of the Greek world prompted Herodotus to choose as the 
theme for his composition an account of the never-ending clash 
between the Greeks and the “barbarians” from mythic time 
onwards, up to the end of the Persian Wars. 

Towards 445 (at around the age of forty) he was in Athens, 
where he held public readings of his historical work, for which a 
certain Anytus (the name is uncertain) apparently proposed the 
exorbitant remuneration of 10 talents. Similar readings were 
then held in other cities (Olympia, Corinth, Thebes), and also in 
the West, as emerges from a few details of the work that 
presuppose not only an Athenian public, or at least an audience 
based in the Greek homeland, but also listeners in Magna 
Graecia. As far as concerns Athens - a city to which he very likely 
travelled a number of times - the only connection we can 
definitely attribute to him is with Sophocles, whose tragedy 
Antigone (905 ff.) contains a clear reference to the Herodotean 
work (Histories III 119, 6) and who in 442/1, at the age of 55, 
apparently composed lines in honour of the historian. In actual 
fact, however, doubt has been voiced - with good reason - as to 
whether the Herodotus of the Sophoclean epigram was 
genuinely the historian: the name was by no means rare in Ionia 
and on the islands. Be that as it may, Herodotus was in spirit 
fairly close to Sophocles and tragedy left a profound mark on 
many parts of his work. Therefore it cannot be ruled out that the 
story of the Sophoclean lines arose at a later date, precisely on 
this basis. He was certainly also acquainted with Pericles and his 
circle, although modern scholars seem to have read too much 
into a presumed attitude of admiration by him for the Athens of 
Pericles or, on the contrary, have over-emphasised a putative 
critical position of Herodotus with regard to Athenian 
imperialism. If, as it would seem, during the period he spent in 
Athens he was already appreciated for his historical work, this 
would imply that the collection of materials, the journeys such a 
collection presupposes and, at least in part, the drafting of his 
work had already been undertaken prior to that date, i.e. before 


445. 

He travelled in the West as well, although apparently far less 
than in the eastern regions. In 444/3 Pericles acted as the source 
of inspiration for the founding of a panhellenic colony in Thurii, 
on the Calabrian coast of the Gulf of Tarentum, and Herodotus 
took part in the enterprise: the ancient sources mention his 
name among the founders and inform us that he was granted 
citizenship of the new colony. Acquiring the new citizenship did 
not, however, imply abandonment of his original status: 
Herodotus by no means turned his back on Halicarnassus. More 
than once he proudly underlined its Doric origins and traditions 
and showered praise on the city and its achievements. On the 
other hand, the trace of a link with the “new homeland” may 
conceivably be perceived in the proem of his work, but the 
question is controversial: moreover, although the historian 
often mentions Sybaris and the Sybarites, he never specifically 
cites Thurii. 

In fact, throughout the direct tradition his work begins with 
the words “Herodotus of Halicarnassus” (Hpoé0tou 
AALKApvVNOOEOS Lotopins amOdEklc Ade: “Herodotus of 
Halicarnassus here displays his inquiry”), whereas Aristotle, ina 
citation (Rhetoric III 9, 1) wrote “Herodotus of Thurii” (HpoSd6tou 
©Coupiou), which has led to the suggestion that Aristotle was 
reading the actual words he had before him in his copy of the 
work. Plutarch says that “Halicarnasseus” was often changed 
into “of Thurii” because Herodotus took part in the founding of 
the colony of Thurii: therefore, Plutarch evidently considered the 
reading “Halicarnasseus” to be genuine. In contrast, according 
to authoritative modern scholars the original reading is likely to 
have been “of Thurii” (implying that Herodotus thereby 
indicated his new homeland and citizenship), though it is 
thought that during the Hellenistic Age it was gradually replaced 
by “Halicarnasseus” because the ancients wanted to re-establish 
the author’s original homeland (and it cannot be ruled out that 
aspects of local patriotism may have been behind this change). 
The more recent editions have preferred to follow the medieval 
direct tradition. It has even been hypothesised - although the 


line of reasoning is somewhat tortuous - that Herodotus’ 
presence in Thurii was not a genuine historical circumstance but 
rather a conjecture fabricated by the biographical tradition, 
excogitated in order to account for the textual variant of the 
proem: and this suggestion has been put forward even though 
the ancients - as testified in the above mentioned remark by 
Plutarch - believed that the variant had been introduced 
precisely on the basis of the biographical evidence, which 
presumably was known from other sources. 

We have no specific information on the last phase of 
Herodotus’ life; the Suda lexicon states that he died in Thurii and 
this assertion is widely accepted (other hypotheses have also 
been put forward, such as a return to Athens or a period of time 
spent at Pella in Macedonia). What is certain is that he worked 
on The Histories right up to the end: he thus witnessed the 
outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, to which he alludes for 
instance in The Histories VII 137, where he makes a reference to 
the Athenian capture of an embassy from Sparta that had set off 
for Persia in 430, and in The Histories IX 73, where he describes 
the Spartan devastation of Attica, which took place at the 
beginning of the war. Additional references to events of 431/0 
include the mention of Athens chasing the population of Aegina 
out of their own homeland and of then setting up a cleruchy (VI 
91), and the reference to the death of the Theban Eurymachus, 
the son of Leontiades, who was killed by the Plataeans during 
the action in which Eurymachus had seized control over the 
fortress of the city (VII 233). It can cautiously be stated that he 
died not long after 430, probably around 425; he is unlikely to 
have died after 424, the year which saw the end of the reign of 
Artaxerxes I, to whom Herodotus devoted some attention in The 
Histories VI 98. 


2.3 His date of birth, the publication of The Histories, his 
journeys 


According to Apollodorus (a scholar and chronographer of the 
Hellenistic Era), Herodotus was 53 years old at the outbreak of 


the Peloponnesian War (in 431), and the resulting date of birth, 
i.e. 484 B.C., could be correct. However, a certain degree of 
suspicion arises because this chronology would appear to be 
based on the year of his emigration to Thurii, which was 
probably the only reliable supporting feature available to the 
ancients on which to base their chronology: if the year 444/3 
was considered as the historian’s akmé and it was made to 
correspond exactly to his age, namely to the age of 40, then 484 
as his date of birth followed as a logical consequence. A similar 
line of reasoning is followed by the sources which claim that The 
Histories were composed at Thurii, because it was there that 
Herodotus reached his full maturity. Other datings shift 
Herodotus’ birth and akmé further back in time, moving his life 
somewhat closer to the time of the events he was describing. 
These adjustments, which were normal biographical procedures 
among the ancients, give us precious and often unique insight 
into a person’s life. In such a context, modern research must 
learn to choose between a hypercritical attitude, which all too 
often has proved to be mistaken and unfounded, versus totally 
acritical acceptance, which fails to evaluate the thought 
processes and intellectual tools that led the ancients to carry out 
their reconstructions, and thus to become aware that the 
findings may not be devoid of uncertainty. This is a highly 
difficult balancing act that calls for specific case-by-case 
investigation (it is worth calling to mind the observations put 
forward earlier concerning the biographical reconstruction of 
the archaic lyric poets: cf. The Archaic Age III 1.3). 

The final publication of Herodotus’ historical work is thought 
to be dated around 425 B.C., towards the end of his life, though 
he undoubtedly worked on it until the very last moment. The 
parodies contained in Aristophanes’ comedies cannot be used 
to date the definitive publication, because the open-air readings 
held in Athens and other cities - as was mentioned earlier - no 
doubt offered a preview of extensive passages the author was 
composing week by week; consequently, the work may have 
been known, at least in part, to the Athenian public from about 
445 onwards. 


One fundamental aspect that is of aid in gaining an 
understanding of The Histories is provided by the journeys 
Herodotus undertook, mainly in the East but also in the West. 
Although they are well documented by The Histories themselves, 
it is difficult to establish their exact chronology and sequence 
(except for a few elements, which were mentioned earlier). It is 
well known that in antiquity journeys were usually undertaken 
out of necessity or duty rather than simply for pleasure, but the 
hypothesis that in his youth Herodotus was a trader or 
merchant is not a necessary precondition for an understanding 
of this aspect: we have examples dating from as early as the 
sixth century referring to travellers who undertook journeys 
motivated purely by curiosity and the desire to “find out more,” 
and sometimes also setting themselves the goal of scientific 
research. 

Herodotus offers us a direct testimony of his travels, stating 
that he visited a certain area and personally had a chance to see 
the place he describes (in such cases he uses the term avtowia, 
autopsia, “the act of seeing with one’s own eyes,” “direct 
observation”). Naturally, he travelled extensively in Greece itself 
(he acquired a good knowledge of Delphi, Sparta and Boeotia) 
and throughout a considerable part of the Greek colonial area; 
after his emigration to Thurii he may well have visited a number 
of areas of Magna Graecia. Among the journeys documented in 
The Histories, there is a mention of a trip that included the lands 
of the Black Sea, with a stopover at Olbia; he sailed on the 
Hypanis (the present-day river Bug) and went on a trip to the 
land of the Scythians; he also visited the south-western coast of 
the Black Sea and Thrace. Another important trip involved Egypt, 
which probably took place after 459; in the latter circumstance 
he visited the pyramids and travelled south down the Nile as far 
as the first cataract; he also visited Cyrene, but it is not known 
whether this occurred during the journey in question or ona 
different occasion. Additionally, he travelled to various regions 
of the Near East, such as Tyre in Phoenicia, the area of the 
Euphrates and Babylonia. 

As far as the dating is concerned, it can be said that the 


journeys to the East and in the Thracian-Pontic area preceded 
his stay in Athens, which took place in approximately 445. His 
visits to the western zones most likely occurred (in the majority 
of cases) after his emigration to Thurii. As far as concerns the 
motives that prompted Herodotus to travel so extensively, one 
significant observation that can be made is that he never went 
beyond the Graeco-Persian world and that he always stayed in 
cities where, in all probability, he would be likely to find 
interpreters. This would seem to exclude the hypothesis that the 
aim of his journeys was simply the desire to explore unknown 
lands. On the other hand, it does not imply that his destinations 
had an exclusively historiographical motivation, focusing only on 
zones that had been involved in the Persian Wars. Rather, it 
seems clear that the immediate aim of his journeys and their 
initial motivation did not specifically concern historical research, 
although a focus on history was of course essential for the 
historiographic narration. An interesting suggestion that has 
been put forward involves the concept of journeys undertaken 
for the primary purpose of iotopin (historié, “investigation”), a 
term that Herodotus uses, for instance, with regard to journeys 
undertaken by Solon, or Anacharsis, or by the Greeks in Egypt. 
His own travels had no specific motive or well-defined itinerary; 
instead, they came more clearly into focus as new experiences 
gradually accumulated in Herodotus’ mind, prompting him to 
investigate various different historical objectives and enabling 
him to expand his range of knowledge concerning 
environments and populations. Moreover, Herodotus himself 
testifies that before his own time, even Hecataeus had made a 
journey to Egypt, motivated by reasons that were quite similar 
to his own (II 143; cf. The Archaic Age V 2). 

With all these possibilities and aspects of knowledge, how 
can Herodotus’ mistakes concerning foreign countries be 
explained? Herodotus had no knowledge of the languages 
spoken in the Persian empire and must therefore have made 
use of interpreters, who are to some extent responsible for his 
level of information. At times, as in the case of Egyptian history, 
the somewhat imprecise information he gives coincides exactly 


with the reports which we know - from other types of sources - 
to have been widespread in Egypt during the period when he 
visited the land. Thus it is helpful to conduct a case-by-case 
examination of all the declarations of autopsia, as it could be 
risky to accept or reject them all unquestioningly: this is in fact 
one of the wide-open problems in Herodotean criticism. 


2.4 The Histories 


A work that has come down to us under the name of Herodotus 
and bearing the title Life of Homer has nothing at all to do with 
the historian. The only work we know to have been composed 
by Herodotus is The Histories. Its division into nine books, each 
called by the name of a Muse, certainly cannot be attributed to 
the author but derives, instead, from the philologists of the 
Hellenistic Age; the most ancient evidence of such a division 
belongs to the early Roman Imperial Period. But it cannot be 
overlooked that in the first half of the second century B.C., the 
great Alexandrian philologist Aristarchus of Samothrace 
composed a commentary on Herodotus, of which a fragment 
has survived quite by chance in a papyrus: the end of the 
commentary at the first book is preserved and in fact the 
subscriptio says that it is the first book, which would suggest that 
the division into books was already established. 

The work is organised by narrative nuclei, or /ogoi, that focus 
on the different civilisations with whom the Persians came into 
contact as their conquests advanced westwards from the East 
(Books I-V), up to the conflict with the Ionian colonies and with 
Greece (Books VI-IX). Book I contains the /ogoi on the Lydian 
king Croesus and on the history of the Persian empire, from its 
origins up to king Cyrus. Book II is devoted to Egypt, invaded by 
Cambyses in 525 B.C, Book III concerns the reign of Cambyses 
followed by the beginning of the rule of Darius, with a 
description that offers the opportunity for a lengthy digression 
on the tyranny of Polycrates of Samos. In Book IV attention 
focuses on a reconstruction of Darius’ expeditions to Scythia 
and Libya, which offer the opportunity for two ethnographic 


logoi concerning these regions. Book V provides information on 
the military operations conducted by the Persians against 
populations in lands bordering on Greece, such as Thrace and 
Macedonia; it also touches on the subjugation of the Ionian 
colonies of Asia Minor, which subsequently rebelled against the 
Persian dominion (Herodotus inserts two digressions in the 
description of these events, one concerning the history of 
Sparta, the other on Athens). Book VI is devoted to the 
developments of the Ionian revolt and the Persian occupation of 
Thracian Chersonesus and the Hellespont; it also describes the 
Second Persian War (490 B.C.). Books VII-IX contain the detailed 
narration of the Second Persian War, from the preliminary 
skirmishes to the retreat of the “barbarians” after their heavy 
losses at sea and on land. The last episode narrated by 
Herodotus is the capture of Sestus by Athens in 479/8 B.C. 

Here below we present an analytical summary of The 
Histories: 


Book I (Clio). After an introduction (1-5), in which 
Herodotus reviews the mythic origins of the hostility 
between the West and the East and between Europe and 
Asia, the story turns to the Jogos concerning Croesus, the 
king of Lydia (6-94), who was the first to mete out adverse 
treatment against the Greeks. Mention is made of the 
kings of Lydia who preceded Croesus, up to Gyges and 
Candaules; the reign of Croesus is examined in chapters 
26-94, with the story of Lydia’s first expansionist 
tendencies, in which the country was looking towards 
Ionia, and the subsequent pro-Hellenic attitude of the 
Lydian king. The latter enjoyed close relations with Delphi 
and the Delphic oracle, and constantly sought help from 
the Greeks against the Persian danger. An interesting and 
famous moment of the story on the reign of Croesus is 
found in the dialogue between the king and Solon (29-33), 
which contains the stories of the Athenian Tellus (30) and 
of Cleobis and Biton (31). The episode where Croesus calls 
for help from the Greeks against the Persian threat 
justifies the parts on the contacts with the Delphic oracle 
and the sending of the celebrated votive gifts (46-55), the 


digression on the Athenians as descendants of the 
Pelasgians and on the Peloponnesians as descendants 
from Hellen (56-58), on Athens at the time of the tyrant 
Pisistratus (59-64), on archaic Sparta in the mid-sixth 
century (65-68); only Sparta is capable of promising the 
help requested by Croesus (69-70). 


The last part of the Jogos of Croesus (71-92) is devoted to 
the clash between Lydia and the Persian empire. Croesus 
crosses the Halys and invades Cappadocia but, having 
failed to make any headway, he withdraws and suffers a 
counterattack by Cyrus, who is determined to invade Lydia; 
Cyrus heavily defeats Croesus on the Hermus and lays 
siege to Sardis. The Spartans, who are at war with Argos 
over the Thyrea, are unable to send any help, thus Sardis is 
conquered and Croesus is taken prisoner. Sentenced to be 
burned at the stake, his life is then spared, he is pardoned 
and takes on the post of counsellor of the Persian king. 
The two final chapters (93-94) contain an ethnographic 
excursus on Lydia. 


Book I then continues with the Medo-Persian logos (95- 
216), subdivided into a number of parts. The first part (95- 
140) consists of the story describing the most ancient 
phase, the empire of the Medes; it extends from Deioces 
(700 B.C.) to the deposition of Astyages at the hand of 
Cyrus around 550 B.C.; the entry of Cyrus the Great onto 
the scene marks the beginning of the Persian empire, also 
known as the Achaemenid empire, from the name of the 
dynasty to which its initiator belonged (the Achaemenid 
dynasty went on to rule the Persian empire right up to its 
conquest by Alexander the Great). The birth and childhood 
of Cyrus, up to the time when he took over the reins of 
power, form the object of chapters 107-130, while the 
following chapters contain information on Persian religion 
and customs (131-140). 


The second part of the /ogos of Cyrus (141-176) concerns 
the subjugation of Ionia, Caria and Lycia, which took place 
after the conquest of Lydia, narrated in the first part of 
Book I. The story offers the opportunity to branch out into 
a series of ethnographic digressions concerning the 


peoples of the lands conquered by the Persians: Ionian, 
Aeolian and Doric populations of Asia Minor (142-151); 
Phocaeans established in the West (163-167); Carians, 
Caunians and Lycians (171-173). 


The third part of the /ogos of Cyrus (177-200) revolves 
around the Persian conquest of Babylonia in 539 B.C. It 
begins with a historical-topographic description of 
Babylonia (177-187), which is then followed by the episode 
of the Persian conquest of the city (188-191), ending with a 
geographic and ethnographic excursus on the Babylonian 
civilisation (192-200). 


The logos of Cyrus ends with the story of the subjugation 
of the Massagetes (201-216) and with an account of the 
last campaign of Cyrus, up to the death of the latter (530 
B:G,): 


Book II (Euterpe). The book opens with the story of the 
invasion of Egypt in 525 B.C. by the successor of Cyrus, 
Cambyses (1). This episode introduces the lengthy 
ethnographic digression on Egypt, which occupies the 
whole book. Herodotus’ interest in Egyptian culture and its 
antiquity makes itself felt from the very earliest chapters, 
where one finds a description of the experiment carried 
out by the Pharaoh Psammetichus to determine which 
population is the most ancient; also mentioned is the 
suggestion that the Egyptians were to be regarded as the 
first to have invented the calendar and the names of the 
twelve gods and other extremely ancient traditions (2-4). 
In chapter 3, the historian specifies that he had consulted 
oral priestly sources on all these items of information, and 
had faithfully written down even the most far-fetched 
accounts. 


There follows an excursus on the geography and geology 
of Egypt (5-34), opening with the famous definition of 
Egypt as the “gift of the Nile,” which Herodotus apparently 
took over from Hecataeus (cf. The Archaic Age V 2.3). 
Attention focuses on the size of Egypt, the alluvial nature 
of the delta, the probable hydro-geological evolution of 
the country, the Nile floods and their causes, the Upper 


Nile and the problem of the sources of the river. This 
geographic section concludes with a few observations on 
the peoples of Upper Egypt and a comparison between the 
Nile and the Danube. 


The next section concerns traditions and customs (35-98). 
After listing a few of the fundamental and idiosyncratic 
characteristics of Egyptian culture, the main characteristics 
of its religion are presented, together with the overall set 
of cults of which it is composed: the god Apis, the 
sacrifices for Isis, the cult of animals and of Amon, Isis and 
Osiris; relations between the Greek Heracles and the 
Egyptian Heracles, the cults of Pan and Dionysus. Also 
mentioned is the Egyptian origin of the majority of the 
Greek divinities, the origin of the oracles of Siwa and 
Dodona and the Egyptian origin of the custom of 
celebrating festivals, with a description of the main 
Egyptian feast-days. A few chapters are reserved to the 
customs of the Egyptians who live south and in the vicinity 
of the marshlands. 


The final part of the Egyptian /ogos (99-182) tells of the 
country’s historical background, from the first man and 
the first king Min up to Amasis, giving a chronological 
account of the pharaonic dynasties. The historical account 
is replete with digressions and in-depth examination of 
Egyptian religious beliefs, also dwelling on details of 
antiquarian interest such as the epic tradition which held 
that Helen, the wife of Menelaus, had been present in 
Egypt, or information concerning the construction of 
temples and pyramids, or reflections on Egyptian 
chronology, which was founded on priestly genealogies. 
Chapter 143 contains the explicit reference to the journey 
to Egypt undertaken previously by Hecataeus, from whose 
work Herodotus drew extensive material: Porphyrius (third 
century A.D.) says, in fact, that Herodotus took many 
details from Hecataeus of Miletus and transferred them 
word for word into Book II with few changes (cf. The 
Archaic Age V 2.3). 


Book III (Thalia). The main topics of the book, which 
constitute the focal point of a whole cluster of digressions, 


are concerned with Cambyses’ conquests (530/29-522 
B.C.) and the accession of Darius, the new king of Persia, 
who was the first sovereign of Persia to nurse expansionist 
aims towards Greece. 


The book opens by briefly recalling the initial episode of 
the previous book, then turns to the reign of Cambyses 
and the Persian conquest of Egypt, with digressions on the 
coastal topography of Palestine, procedures for water 
supply in the desert and customs and habits of the Arabs 
(1-38). Within this section, the attention that is devoted to 
the Cambyses’ planned campaigns against Carthage and 
the Ammonians as well as the Ethiopians provides the 
starting point for an Ethiopian /ogos, which is likewise 
richly supplied with comments on local traditions and 
customs. The narration continues with an account of 
Cambyses’ criminal and wicked actions in Egypt: the killing 
of Apis, of his brother Smerdis as well as of his sister-wife. 
Introduction of the latter episode enabled Herodotus to 
launch into a digression on the marriage customs of 
Persian kings and on the royal judges. 


The synchronism between Cambyses’ Egyptian campaign 
and the Spartan expedition that was launched in support 
of the exiles from Samos against the tyrant Polycrates 
offered the opportunity for a digression (the first of three) 
focusing on the Ionian island (39-60). The digression 
opens with the fabled episode of the Egyptian king Amasis’ 
intervention that was designed to bring about the 
breakdown of the alliance with Polycrates (40-43). Fearing 
that the tyrant’s excessive prosperity would attract the 
envy of the gods (p8dvoc BeWv), Amasis had advised him 
to moderate his affluence in some way: accordingly, 
Polycrates went far out to sea, to a deep area far from the 
coast, and threw a precious ring into the waves, but it was 
restored to him quite by chance: one day, a fisherman 
presented him with the gift of a great fish and, when its 
gut was cut open, there lay the ring. Faced with such great 
prosperity, which enabled Polycrates to find even objects 
he deliberately lost, Amasis broke off the alliance of 
reciprocal hospitality with Polycrates in order to avert the 


risk of having to share with him, one day, the tyrant’s 
inevitable downfall which the gods would bring about. 
Chapters 48-53 open a further parenthesis in the story, 
and address the topic of the tyranny of Periander in 
Corinth and the reasons underlying Corinth’s participation 
in the expedition against Samos. The narration then 
resumes the story of the Spartans’ expedition against 
Polycrates, with anecdotes on the Spartan siege of Samos 
and its failure. The last chapter of the excursus concerning 
Samos is devoted to the magnificent building works 
undertaken by the tyrant (60). 


The story then takes up again the history of the Persian 
kingdom, with the revolt of the Magi who are led by the 
False Smerdis (a Magus who strongly resembled Smerdis, 
a son of Cyrus who had been put to death upon the orders 
of Cambyses, even though he was his brother). The 
rebellion led to the death of Cambyses and, after a series 
of intrigues and obscure conspiracies, it resulted in the rise 
of Darius to the throne (61-88). The entire second part of 
Book III revolves round the figure and reign of Darius. 
Chapters 89-97 describe the highly detailed organisation 
of the empire, to which the king made a decisive 
contribution; they also provide the catalogue of the 
satrapies (the provinces of the empire) and the taxes, 
illustrating the underlying administrative principles. There 
follow a few digressions on curiosities and fantasy stories 
concerning India, Arabia and the extreme regions of the 
world (98-116). 


Within chapters 118-160, which describe the first few years 
of Darius’ reign, we also find another two /ogoi on the 
island of Samos. The first describes the demise of 
Polycrates in the conflict with Darius (120-128); the second 
is devoted to the problems facing the island, reluctant as it 
was to enter into the sphere of influence of Persia after the 
death of the tyrant (139-149). 


The book closes with the story of the Babylonian revolt and 
the siege and renewed Persian conquest of Babylon, with 
the famous stratagem of Zopyrus (150-160). The latter was 
a dignitary of the Persian court who, after inflicting 


horrendous mutilations on himself, presented himself to 
the Babylonians as a suppliant, thereby tricking them into 
thinking he was the victim of a punishment inflicted by 
Darius. The Babylonians believed his story and thus 
assumed he was trustworthy, at which point Zopyrus 
deceitfully brought about the capitulation of the city into 
the hands of Darius, who duly owed him gratitude. 


Book IV (Melpomene). This book can likewise be divided 
into two sections, corresponding to the tales of Darius’ 
expeditions to Scythia and Libya. 


The expedition to Scythia (1-144) is examined in order to 
highlight its causes and precedents; this aspect is then 
followed by a geographic description of the region, with an 
interesting discussion concerning the map of the Ionian 
world, and by an ethnographic excursus on the customs 
common among the local population (1-82). One also finds 
an account of Darius’ expedition (83-144): his advance 
towards the Ister offers the opportunity for further 
observation on the shape of Scythia, as well as a 
description of the defensive strategy of the Scythians and 
an ethnographic digression on the neighbouring peoples. 
The final chapters of this first part of the book describe the 
advance of Darius’ forces, as well as the failure of the 
expedition and military operations of the commander 
Megabazus in Thrace. 


The second part of the book describes the Persian 
expedition to Libya (145-205). Once again, the story is 
divided into two different parts. The first section (145-167) 
describes the Greek settlements in the Libyan area, from 
the despatch of a Spartan colony to the island of Thera to 
the Greek founding of Cyrene on the African coast (the 
story of Cyrene up to the Persian attack occupies ten or so 
chapters). The second part (168-205) deals with the 
ethnography and geography of Libya, with special 
attention to the nomadic peoples and farmers, as well as 
Persian military operations against the city of Barce. 


Book V (Terpsichore). This book presents the first 
significant episodes of contact between the Persian empire 


and the periphery of the Greek world, namely Thrace and 
Macedonia on one side, the Ionian colonies of Asia Minor 
on the other. The Persian conquest of Thrace under the 
command of Megabazus occupies chapters 1-16: 
Herodotus seizes the opportunity to outline the customs of 
the Thracians and the regions beyond the Danube. There 
follows a description of the episode in which the 
ambassadors sent by the Persians are killed at the hand of 
the Macedonians; this, in turn, is followed by a reflection 
on the question of the Greekness of the Macedonian kings 
(17-22). 


At this point, the book gives an overview of the first signs 
of conflict with the Ionian colonies and a hint of their 
occupation by Darius (23-27), as well as a few observations 
on the causes of the Ionian revolt in 499-494 B.C. (28-38). 
The description of this fundamental episode in the history 
of relations between Persians and the Greek world takes 
up the remaining part of the book and contains within it 
two important digressions on the emergent poleis of this 
era, namely Sparta and Athens. 


Chapters 39-54 describe the failed embassy to Sparta 
organised by Aristagoras, a politician from Miletus and the 
head of the revolt, who had been hoping to obtain 
assistance against Persia. This episode offered Herodotus 
the opportunity for an excursus on the history of Sparta, 
from king Anaxandridas up to the time of Aristagoras. The 
next chapters (55-97) shift the scene of the action to 
Athens, where Aristagoras repeats his request for help. 
Herodotus takes advantage of the opportunity to engage 
in a lengthy digression on the history of Athens, from the 
era of the tyrant Pisistratus up to the arrival of Aristagoras. 
Here we find a report on several historical events of 
considerable significance, such as the death of Hipparchus, 
the expulsion of the Pisistratids, the reforms undertaken 
by Cleisthenes the Athenian and Cleisthenes of Sicyon, 
Cylon’s attempt at launching a revolution, but also an 
interesting excursus on the history of culture and the 
Phoenician origin of the Greek alphabet. 


The last part of the book (98-126) reconstructs the revolt 


that broke out in the Greek colonies of Asia against Persia. 
Aristagoras returned to Miletus and headed the counter- 
offensive, with an expedition against Sardis, which led to 
its capture and a great fire that destroyed the city. This 
was followed by the conquest of Byzantium and support 
for the revolt of Caria and of Cyprus (103-105), until Darius 
sent Histiaeus to Ionia, ordering him to quell the rebellion. 
The renewed Persian conquest of Cyprus, as well as of the 
Hellespont and Caria, marked the beginning of revived 
strength and power of the invaders. Aristagoras fled to 
Thrace, where he met his end. 


Book VI (Erato). Taken together, the defeat of the rebel 
Ionian colonies in the battle of Lade, followed by the 
capture of Miletus (494 B.C.), mark the end of the revolt (1- 
32). 


Persia’s expansionist aims of extending its sphere of 
influence towards the Greek peninsula were now 
becoming very clear, and were concretely manifested ina 
series of military operations such as the occupation of 
Thracian Chersonese and the cities in the Hellespont. 
Herodotus seized the opportunity for a digression on 
Miltiades of Athens and on the presence of his family in 
the Chersonese (33-42). The date of 492 B.C. is noteworthy 
as it signalled the first expedition by the Persian general 
Mardonius against Greece, but the attempt failed because 
the fleet was shipwrecked along the coast of the Chalcidice 
peninsula, facing Mount Athos. In contrast, the Persian 
conquest of the island of Thasos was successful. There 
follows a digression on the royal families of Sparta and the 
internal struggles among the Greeks. A second expedition 
against Greece, guided by Datis and Artaphernes, 
preceded the outbreak of the Persian Wars: this was an 
event that culminated in the historic conflict between Asia 
and Europe, which constitutes the guiding thread of The 
Histories. 


The description of the first Persian War occupies chapters 
102-120. Attention focuses on the battle in the plain of 
Marathon (490 B.C), where the Athenians (with the aid of 
the Plataeans) heroically resisted the assault by the 


barbarians and defeated them, leading to the retreat of 
the Persians (Spartan aid for the Athenian troops arrived 
late, by which time it was no longer needed). After their 
defeat at Marathon, the Persians made an attempt to 
reach Athens, which at that point was devoid of military 
protection, but Alcibiades brought the soldiers back to 
Athens in record time by forced marches, and once again 
the Persians had to withdraw. Herodotus rejects a rumour 
which claimed that in the aforementioned undertaking the 
Alcmaeonidae attempted to come to the aid of Athens’ 
enemies: this observation enables him to embark ona 
digression concerning this important Athenian family 
(chapters 121-131). There follows the tale of the failed 
expedition headed by Miltiades, who attempted to re-take 
Paros and Lemnos, and his subsequent death; a short 
overview of the history of the Pelasgian settlements in 
Attica and Lemnos then closes the book (132-140). 


Book VII (Polyhymnia). This book includes the various 
events that took place during the decade separating the 
two wars, with the decisive event of the death of King 
Darius (486 B.C) and his succession by his son Xerxes, up 
to the battle of Thermopylae that marked the outbreak of 
the second Persian War (480-479 B.C.). 


The book opens with the story of Xerxes’ accession to the 
throne, and also describes the quashing of the revolt of 
the Egyptian satrapy and the preparations for another 
expedition against Greece. The massive plans were 
imposing, and involved the creation of an artificial canal to 
allow ships to pass through, cutting an isthmus at the 
promontory of Mount Athos, and the construction of a 
bridge of boats over the Hellespont in order to allow the 
army to cross the water (1-36). 


There follows a review and inspection of the army troops 
and the Persian fleet. Not long afterwards, the crossing of 
the Hellespont gets under way and Xerxes’ troops are 
concentrated at Thermage, in central-northern Greece (37- 
127). The Athenians reinforce the fleet in accordance with 
the advice provided by Themistocles; at the same time, a 
carefully balanced policy of information and Greek 


exploration of Sardis is set in motion (128-147). 


While in Sicily the joint forces of the tyrants Gelon and 
Theron achieve a victory over the Carthaginians in the 
battle of Himera, thereby bringing to an end a prolonged 
conflict for hegemony over the island, the Greek 
contingents in the mother-country occupy the mountain 
pass of Thermopylae and the promontory of Artemisium 
on the island of Euboea. At this point, Herodotus presents 
a calculation of the Persian forces involved in the war (148- 
187). 


A storm at Artemisium inflicts severe damage on the 
Persian fleet. The first military clash on land takes place: 
despite heroic resistance, the stronghold manned by the 
Spartan king Leonidas at Thermopylae is overpowered, as 
a result of the action of a traitor. The Persian success leads 
to a debate among Xerxes’ dignitaries: Herodotus 
describes the advice the Persian king has been given by 
Demaratus (the king of Sparta) and Achaemenes (the son 
of Darius and brother of Xerxes, who bears the same name 
as the progenitor of the Achaemenid dynasty). 


Book VIII (Urania). The book opens with an overview of the 
Greek forces and an excursus on the problem of 
hegemony and of relations between the Athenians and the 
Spartans (1-3). A survey of Themistocles’ projects and 
achievements is followed by a return to an account of the 
military operations: three skirmishes at Cape Artemisium 
have not resulted in a clear outcome; accordingly, after the 
rout of the Thermopylae garrison, the Greeks withdraw 
towards the south (4-23). 


The story of the events up to the time of the battle of 
Salamis, including the Persian attack on Delphi, is narrated 
in chapters 24-95. Upon a suggestion by the Athenians, 
the Greek fleet assembles at Salamis after the Spartans 
have failed to abide by their commitment to stop the 
Persians in Boeotia. The evacuation of Athens begins: its 
Acropolis is captured and destroyed by the Persians (50- 
55). At the general assembly of the Greek forces, 
Themistocles manages to have his own plan approved, 


even though the Corinthians are opposed to this and 
Sparta simply wants to defend the isthmus. At the parallel 
council summoned by Xerxes, only Artemisia (the daughter 
of the tyrant Lygdamis, who at that time reigned over 
Halicarnassus) advises against battle (57-69). Themistocles 
provokes the advance of the Persian fleet, which blocks off 
any escape route the Greeks may have wished to use, 
thereby obliging them to engage in battle. The clash 
occurs in the waters of the Saronic Gulf, between the Attic 
coast and the island of Salamis (480): the narration vividly 
conjures up dramatic scenes of heroic individual actions, 
unexpected developments, portents and ominous 
forebodings, all of which end up with the disastrous defeat 
of the immense Persian fleet that succumbs to the agile 
and rapid action of the Greek ships (70-95). The second 
part of the book offers an account of the events that occur 
immediately after the battle of Salamis, up to the break-off 
of hostilities due to the arrival of winter (96-144). 


Book IX (Calliope). The military operations on land are also 
gradually moving towards a decisive battle, with the new 
Persian invasion of Attica led by Mardonius, who puts 
forward to the Athenians a number of proposals for a 
separate peace. The Spartans take their time in sending 
aid to Athens, while Mardonius moves into Boeotia. An 
attack is launched against the Greeks at Erythrae, but it 
fails, and the commander of the Persian cavalry, Masistius, 
is killed (1-25). 


The Persian and the panhellenic armies assemble on the 
plain of Plataea. The Tegeates and Athenians vie with one 
another in their eagerness to occupy the front rank of the 
Greek line-up. General inspection of each of the two 
armies and overview of the battle (479 B.C.), with an 
outcome favourable to the Greeks. At the same time the 
Greek fleet achieves a new naval success in the vicinity of 
the promontory of Mycale (26-106). Xerxes’ forces retreat 
to the inland area of Asia Minor, at Sardis. Court intrigues 
begin to take place, with obscure goings-on in the king’s 
family (107-113). The Athenians lay siege to Sestus, which 
they capture in the spring of 478 B.C. (114-122). 


2.5 The “Herodotean question” 


As in the much vaster and far more complex Homeric question, 
a problem of composition arises for the historical work of 
Herodotus as well. Uncertainties arise above all with regard to 
the order in which the parts were composed, the project that 
governed its drafting in the various phases and the manner in 
which it was arranged in its final redaction: in other words, the 
problem concerns the genesis of the work, its compositional 
structure, its unitary - or non-unitary - conception. Evolutionary 
hypotheses have been put forward, with the aim of accounting 
for the inconsistencies and lack of homogeneity by suggesting 
that the work represented the outcome of a prolonged and 
tormented process which had undergone several different 
phases and changes of perspective. More recently, a unitary 
critical approach has become more widely accepted, placing 
greater emphasis on the unity of intentions and conception of 
The Histories, and therefore on the overall structure and the final 
form intended by the author. It should also be noted that more 
recent criticism is tending to abandon the efforts of non-unitary 
evolutionary criticism, partly also as a result of a certain 
scepticism with regard to the possibility of reconstructing the 
phases and layers involved in the composition of the work; 
accordingly, preference is awarded to focusing on analysis of 
the work as we see it, trying to interpret and comprehend its 
methodological and historical-cultural peculiarities. 

Up to the beginning of the twentieth century, the most 
widespread theory saw the main nucleus as composed of Books 
VI-IX, i.e. basically the history of the Persian Wars, arguing that 
the rest had been added on as a sort of story of the 
antecedents. Later, in the early decades of the century, Felix 
Jacoby argued that the historical account of the Achaemenid 
empire is too detailed to be classed merely as an introduction to 
the central narrative core of the Persian Wars: he felt that the 
individual monographic studies or /ogoi on the various peoples 
conquered by the Persians are too elaborate to be simply a 
frame or a premise. Jacoby came to the conclusion that 


Herodotus must have altered the overall approach to the book 
and changed his mind on its destination when the work was 
already at a fairly advanced stage. At first, Jacoby hypothesised, 
Herodotus was probably driven by geographic-ethnographic 
interests, which in all probability led to the composition of a 
series of separate /ogoi on the various oriental regions and 
populations. These /ogoi would have been used individually for 
the public readings mentioned earlier. But subsequently the 
period of time he spent in Periclean Athens could well have 
induced him to turn his attention to the theme of defence of the 
freedom of Greece against the Persians. Developing this 
possible line of analysis a little further, one might go on to 
hypothesise that Herodotus then reconsidered his work in this 
new perspective and, accordingly, attempted to include in his 
draft the material he had already collected and put together; 
such a procedure, however, inevitably led to a non- 
homogeneous result, with parts that laid greater emphasis on 
geographic-ethnographic data and others tending towards a 
more noticeably historical approach. In this vision which awards 
greater prominence to the evolutionary features of his 
composition, Herodotus’ work has a non-unitary genesis: it 
conveys the sense of a prolonged and complicated 
development, the phases of which can be approached by means 
of a procedure definable as stratigraphic. 

Other scholars, however, have denied the possibility of 
setting up an opposition between the geographic-ethnographic 
method and the historical method, also pointing out that the 
treatments concerning populations, in the various /ogoi, are 
carried out according to historiographic principles and also have 
substantial historical sections. Suffice it to reflect for instance 
that, out of the 182 chapters of the Egyptian /ogos in Book II, 80 
have a clear-cut historical orientation. Moreover, there would 
have been nothing to prevent Herodotus from drawing up two 
distinct works, one with a predominantly ethnographic 
approach and the other with a clearly historical orientation, 
unless he had already devised a plan and an intention on the 
basis of which he believed he could endow his work with a 


satisfactory degree of unitary expressiveness by putting 
together all the material available to him. Herodotus himself 
was apparently aware of the disproportion among some of the 
chapters since, in mentioning the long book on Egypt, he 
explicitly draws attention to how he is dwelling on it at length (II 
35, 1). Furthermore, it is clear that the excursus were chosen 
deliberately, as part of his project of composing the book, given 
that he himself specifically asserts: “I need not apologise for the 
digression - it has been my habit throughout this work” (IV 30). 
Moreover, the insertion of such a vast amount of geo- 
ethnographic material may also be explained to some extent by 
the desire to correct and supplement the work of Hecataeus, 
rather than merely pursuing a sort of periégésis in the manner of 
Hecataeus. 

Jacoby’s analysis marked a turning point and it is still the 
benchmark against which all present-day Herodotean criticism 
measures itself. The intriguing hypothesis put forward by the 
great Italian historian Gaetano De Sanctis starts out from the 
observation that the decision by Herodotus to start his 
description with the /ogos of Croesus is fully understandable if it 
is construed in the perspective of a history of Persia: the 
structure of the work would be comprehensible on the basis of 
the stages of expansion that led Persia to enter into contact - or 
to clash - with various populations. Accordingly, it could be 
surmised that Herodotus devoted attention to the peoples and 
regions which, as time went by, entered into contact with the 
Persian empire. When the course of events came to the conflict 
with Greece, this assumed a particularly significant historical 
importance in his eyes, and the material expanded 
proportionately, thus requiring him to revise the global project 
of the work, but he did not succeed in eliminating all the traces 
left by this evolutionary process. 

The merit of the evolutionary theories resides in their effort 
to gain insight into the process of genesis of Herodotus’ work 
and to account for the incongruities and lack of homogeneity it 
displays. These inconsistencies, it is assumed, arose because of 
the prolonged period of time it must have taken to bring to 


completion such a vast and complex work, the creation of which 
surely involved a prolonged and tortuous period of incubation, 
passing through numerous phases and changes of perspective. 
As mentioned above, more recently a unitary critical 
approach has taken shape, which has conducted a more 
detailed analysis and has focused closer attention on the unity 
of intention and conception of The Histories: greater emphasis is 
thus placed on the overall structure and the final form the 
author sought to achieve, working on his project as he did right 
up to the end of his life. Moreover, Herodotus’ work can be fully 
appreciated only if one refrains from adopting analytical criteria 
associated with modern conceptions on composition: rather, an 
attempt should be made to understand its characteristics and 
methodological procedures without a-priori assumptions and 
preconceptions. Furthermore, the structure of the work can be 
seen as far less distant from our idea of unity if one bears in 
mind that even from the early chapters onwards Herodotus 
declares that he intends to talk not about the Persian Wars, but 
rather about the clash between the East and the West, starting 
from no less than its remote mythic origins. In this perspective, 
the Persian attack against Greece, the final act of a long story of 
Persian expansionism, can be viewed as forming part of the 
overall centuries-old conflict embedded in the relations between 
Asia and Europe. Within this worldwide picture, which broadens 
out into a perspective endowed with universal implications, the 
historical period described actually covers less than a century: it 
begins with Croesus, who reigned as the king of Lydia as from 
560, and extends up to 478, with the conquest of Sestus by the 
Athenians, which brings the Persian Wars to a definitive close 
(after passing through the reigns of the Persians, namely Cyrus, 
Cambyses, Darius I and Xerxes I, the latter two being defeated 
by the Greeks in the Persian Wars). Lydia, under the rule of 
Croesus, had conquered the Greek cities of the coastal area of 
Asia Minor, but Lydia itself had given way to Persia, which in its 
expansionary march towards the Mediterranean had attempted 
to extend its dominion to include Greece; the advance of Persia 
had, however, been kept at bay. From Croesus to Xerxes, the 


history of relations between Greece and the Near East was a 
story of self-defence by the Greeks of Asia and of Europe and of 
their endeavour to regain freedom from the “barbarians”: in 
chronicling this segment of history, the peoples and regions 
encountered offered the opportunity for various series of /ogoi. 

Another issue brought up by scholars is the suggestion that 
the work is incomplete, that the author did not feel he had put 
the finishing touches on it. For instance, there are some 
unfulfilled promises, such as that of discussing the death of 
Ephialtes (VII 213, 3), or of devoting a /ogos to the Assyrians (I 
184, 1). Furthermore, some contradictions can be noted, for 
instance with regard to the Argives’ attitude towards Xerxes: 
this was a tricky problem that still aroused controversy many 
years after the facts, though one would not have expected a 
lapsus by the historian, who at first had said he did not wish to 
express an opinion on the behaviour of the Ar-gives (VII 150- 
152), only to turn on them scornfully and explicitly brand them 
traitors (IX 12). Finally, it does not seem very satisfactory for the 
story to end with the capture of Sestus and, furthermore, with 
an anecdotal chapter (IX 122) that is totally unsuited as the 
conclusion to a work of this magnitude: the capture of Sestus 
was indeed a noteworthy event, but it did not coincide with the 
total abandonment of Europe by the “barbarians,” as there 
remained numerous Persian garrisons that had established 
their bases in Thrace. On the other hand, it is indeed the case 
that for the ancients the Persian Wars were usually based on the 
events up to 478 and did not include the subsequent operations. 
As far as the final chapter is concerned, it is worth pointing out 
that on the one hand a lengthy presentation can indeed end 
with a closing section that conveys its contents in an apparently 
minor key (especially in archaic compositions); on the other 
hand, it should also be borne in mind that the warning not to 
take things to excess, contrasting oriental luxury and Greek 
simplicity, was certainly useful as an ethical message drawn 
from the stories contained in the work and it could be 
interpreted as an exhortation not to over-reach, directed against 
the new dominators (Athens and the Delian-Attic League). 


Moreover, since we know that Herodotus worked on The 
Histories until the very end of his life, it cannot be ruled out that 
the work was incomplete or that the author felt it to be 
unfinished and was thinking of composing a continuation. 
However, the elements adduced are not sufficiently cogent to 
support the view that the work was definitely incomplete: 
rather, what can be said with a fair degree of certainty is that it 
probably lacked the final revision. 


2.6 The sources, the method, the historiographic content 


A number of questions have traditionally been raised, and have 
frequently been addressed by modern criticism, concerning the 
historical and geo-ethnographic sources used by Herodotus and 
also the nature of his historiographic method. The fact that he 
personally undertook numerous journeys in the regions 
mentioned in his work, gathering “autoptic” local evidence both 
of a written and oral nature, cannot be regarded as the only 
source he used in gathering his material. This would in any case 
have been a highly implausible method, given the serious 
obstacle of his lack of knowledge of the local languages, which 
would have made it impossible to engage in direct contact with 
the various populations. 

Further problems arise from our uncertainty with regard to 
the chronology and, above all, from our meagre knowledge of 
any similar works due to the loss of relevant material. Therefore, 
we cannot tell which logographers may have lived before or 
after Herodotus, nor can we determine whether he may or may 
not have used such works for his geographic and ethnographic 
descriptions of the various different peoples. What is certain is 
that Herodotus did make use of the work of Hecataeus, who is 
expressly cited in The Histories, though naturally in a critical 
spirit, but it should be added that the extent and manner of 
Herodotus’ utilisation of such a source has become the object of 
controversy in scholarly debate. 

For analogous reasons, it is difficult to identify the models 
followed by Herodotus in his composition of the most 


descriptive parts, i.e. those devoted to presenting an account of 
specific political-military events such as battles, or reporting 
dialogues and debate among the protagonists. It seems likely 
that in his eyes, an important role was played by poetic 
production, given that the narration of the battle of Salamis 
appears to be modelled on Persians by Aeschylus. Moreover, the 
intrinsic potential for an artistic-literary rendering of the 
sequence of events must surely have been a necessary 
consideration, since in no way could a sheer listing of facts and 
information have conveyed the entire scene. This difficulty can 
be made clear by reflecting on the issue of the characters’ direct 
speech, which - obviously - could not benefit from voice 
recordings and could only make use of information concerning 
the contents of a communication. 

These difficulties notwithstanding, Herodotus attributed 
considerable importance to original documents, first and 
foremost to the responses of the oracles: these were highly 
influential in the Archaic and early Classical Age as they 
constituted the means through which the great panhellenic 
sanctuaries influenced and sought to orient policy-making 
among the Greek states. He also drew on all forms of official 
documents he happened to come across, such as lists of 
magistrates and inscriptions. This was an approach that would 
play a major role in the evolution of the historical method. 

We thus find a group that includes literary sources with a 
logographic and geoethnographic nature, as well as poetic 
models and first-hand sources consisting of direct observations 
and information supplied by oral testimony and documents. In 
seeking to gain insight into Herodotus’ methodological 
approach, a crucial glimpse can be gleaned from an emblematic 
passage where he mentions the elements on which he has 
based his investigation (totopin). Thus after describing Egypt 
from a geographic perspective, also with attention to local 
customs, he prepares to give an account of the history of the 
country, beginning as follows (II 99): 


Up to this point I have confined what I have written to the 


results of my own direct observation and research, and the 
views I have formed from them (6Wtc te Eun Kal ywwyn Kai 
Lotopin); but from now on the basis of my story will be the 
accounts given to me by the Egyptians themselves - 
though here, too, I shall put in one or two things which I 
have seen with my own eyes. 


Above and beyond the nature of this methodological assertion, 
its fundamental aspect resides not so much in its efficacy for the 
purpose of exact historical reconstruction as, rather, in its clear 
and explicit distinction between autopsy on the one hand, and 
reception of the existing traditions on the other. While the 
historian himself acts as guarantor of the acquisitions which 
derive from his own direct observation of the places and facts 
described in his work, the other information that comes to his 
attention is investigated and assessed with the aid of his critical 
sense (yvwun). Naturally, the knowledge obtained by his own 
direct observation concerns essentially the ethno-geographic 
aspects of the material he presents, while the reconstruction of 
past events relies above all on existing traditions: hence the 
importance of the method based on the principle that 
examination of the facts should be based on critical judgement 
and investigation (ywwun kai iotopin). 

One typical characteristic of Herodotean historiography 
concerns his habit of narrating the traditions exactly as they are 
told to him, and if more than one version is known, he quotes all 
of them, not performing a selection but simply setting them side 
by side, allowing readers to form their own opinion without 
undergoing any prior influence. At times, however, genuinely 
contradictory traditions are available: in such cases Herodotus 
displays the conflicting ideas and then expresses his scepticism 
with regard to one or the other, but without making a prior 
selection that would doom the excluded versions to oblivion. At 
times, he has been accused of poor critical assessment and 
passive repetition of ludicrous beliefs: however, quite apart from 
the fact that Herodotus does not abstain from voicing cautious 
doubts or declaring his own preferences, it should be borne in 


mind that this manner of proceeding shows he is perfectly 
aware of the risk of overestimating his own critical ability, and 
has been careful to make sure that valuable information 
concerning the cultures he describes and their manner of self- 
representation is genuinely conveyed to the reader. On the 
other hand, this by no means implies that he shies away from an 
assessment of the data, or from drawing a distinction between 
the certain and the uncertain, between that which has been or 
can be clearly ascertained versus that which remains doubtful. 
The scepticism poured ruthlessly by modern criticism over the 
enormous mass of his materials has more than once revealed its 
hypercritical weakness and has given way to more balanced and 
constructive assessments. 

Another point worth bearing in mind is that the inclusive 
attitude, which admits and enables different and contradictory 
versions to be set side by side, is not merely an intellectual 
choice. It depends to some extent on the fact that Herodotus 
was also a writer who unhesitatingly displays his delight in 
storytelling, in portraying everything he saw and heard, or what 
he discovered and came to know. His work displays the pleasure 
of accumulating information and gathering details and minutia 
on peoples and lands, or on strange and unusual habits and 
customs, even on marvels and wondrous phenomena that form 
part of the events and lives of men; he shows his satisfaction at 
reporting on all the amazing discoveries he describes in his 
materials, delighted to present himself as the intermediary 
between his sources and his readers. The curiosity of 
investigating, discovering, finding out more, blends with the 
pleasure of reporting and storytelling. However, this is far from 
suggesting that Herodotus was a gullible dupe: quite simply, he 
was certainly attracted by events that clearly sprang from a 
historical background but, equally, also by the different customs 
and beliefs of faraway populations: in other words, he felt the 
fascination of that which is strange or even incredible and 
wondrous. 

In his historical reconstruction, his chronological framework, 
his quest for a causal concatenation, he does not pursue the 


rigour that one would expect, when compared to later 
historiography. Only the second part of the work, with the story 
of the Persian Wars, follows the diachronic sequence of the 
events, whereas in the first part the presentation based on /ogoi 
follows completely different criteria, already mentioned above. 
To express his own ethical vision of man and the action of 
mankind in the world, Herodotus does not disdain recourse to 
anachronisms, as in the case of Croesus and Solon: for 
chronological reasons their having met each other is impossible, 
but Herodotus does not hesitate to subordinate this element to 
the aim of expressing a moral theme vividly, with reflections on 
the nature of true happiness for man, on the fact that only at the 
moment of death can it be ascertained whether a man was 
genuinely happy during his lifetime, on the gods’ envy and on 
punishment of a person who tends to be self-important. 
Herodotus’ vision of history is founded on moral principles: the 
“causes” of events are, first and foremost, ethical 
responsibilities, injustice perpetrated or suffered, punishment 
inflicted or received, wrongdoings and the wreaking of revenge, 
all of which are repeated over time (for Herodotus too, as was 
the case with Aeschylus, the chain of guilt continues down the 
bloodline). 

Herodotus’ background of religious beliefs was strong and 
deeply rooted; divine intervention is contemplated in his 
conception of history and is clearly present in his portrayal of 
the events. The ethical principle of moderation, of not 
overstepping one’s limits, is guaranteed by the god, who 
punishes anyone that breaches this law and is guilty of hybris. 
The divine dominates the world and the course of events, man is 
subjugated by necessity and the latter in turn depends on the 
gods and their inscrutable designs. When the divine manifests 
its will through instruments such as oracles, miracles or 
prophecies (elements that have a strong presence in his 
historiography), then man has to submit to the divine will and 
choose according to the plan laid out by the gods, for otherwise 
he will inevitably receive the punishment that is meted out to 
those who do not comply with the gods’ plans. This is a 


somewhat pessimistic vision of the position of man in the world, 
not too far from that which emerges in tragedy, above all in 
Sophocles. But clearly this vision takes on a different and special 
meaning, due to the fact that Herodotus presents himself as a 
narrator of facts, as the author of a work that preserves the 
memory of bygone events. 


2.7 Language and style 


In accordance with the linguistic-stylistic tradition that 
characterised the previous logographic practice, Herodotus 
composed his work in Ionian dialect, which by now was in any 
case the dialect used for the written language in his home area 
(although at times his attitude towards the Ionian world is not 
warm). 

The rhetor Hermogenes of Tarsus (second century A.D.) 
maintained that the Ionian dialect utilised by Herodotus was a 
mixed form, unlike the pure Ionian of Hecataeus, whereas in the 
Opinion of the Byzantine Photius, perhaps because he was even 
further away in time, Herodotus always Ionianised and had fixed 
the literary use of the Ionian language in historiographic 
contexts. In fact, the Ionian facies is indeed dominant in his work 
and is a famous example of literary Ionian, but in the language 
of Herodotus it is also interspersed with various different lexical 
elements, especially Homeric elements, but also Attic ones, 
thereby providing a justification for the ancient opinion that 
places him among the representatives of “variegated” Ionian. 
This has on occasion led to the suggestion that the text was to 
some extent “Ionianised” over the course of its transmission, as 
a result of the grammarians’ excessive archaicising zeal. In 
relation to this practice the terms “hyper-Ionisms” and “pseudo- 
Ionisms” are used. The Attic forms, on the other hand, are 
interpreted as the consequence of the period of time Herodotus 
spent on Athens or, alternatively, as a “modernisation” of the 
manuscript tradition, and therefore most probably due to a 
move toward the Greek of the koiné. As far as the Homerisms 
are concerned, these may have been introduced by the author 


himself in order to add a refined stylistic touch, though an 
alternative hypothesis is that they may well have been due to an 
excess of zeal on the part of later grammarians who were eager 
to adorn and “Ionianise” the text in a Homeric direction. Given 
the marked divergence among the different hypotheses, one 
can understand the extremely problematic nature of critical 
constitution of the Herodotean text whenever there are 
divergences within the manuscript tradition. 

Aristotle, in Rhetoric (III 1409a 22-b 12), presents Herodotus 
as an example of the predominantly paratactic archaic style, the 
AEELc Eipouevn (/exis eiromené), and other ancient critics likewise 
remark on his straightforward syntax, composed of simple 
independent clauses, neither long nor complex. It should be 
noted, however, that he does also make use - albeit in 
moderation - of the more modern predominantly hypotactic 
style, the AEELc KaTEOTPAUHEVN (lexis katestrammeneé), formed of 
more complex and more intricately structured sentences. 
Plutarch regarded Herodotus as having a style that was 
“spontaneous, easy, very readable”; Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
made the significant observation that the great wealth of 
content in The Histories is matched by the variety of stylistic 
expressions; the anonymous author of the treatise On the 
Sublime (13, 3) made a reference to Herodotus’ language and 
style, defining it as “very Homeric”; Cicero (Orator 39) often said 
that Herodotus flows like a peaceful river. Thus variety, 
simplicity and a pleasant atmosphere are the hallmark of 
Herodotus’ style, making it easy and pleasant to move through a 
narration that flows slowly at a smooth pace, which is neither 
intense nor exaggerated. Its variety should be emphasised, 
highlighting its modifications in relation to the different types of 
content treated, from short narrative episodes to geographical 
descriptions, from political debate (with its many instances of 
direct speech) to battle descriptions, from moral dialogue to 
reflection on forms of government. 

The publication of The Histories was predominantly oral and 
most likely took place in the form of an almost theatrical 
performance in which the work was read aloud as if in recitative 


(a testimony by Lucian goes so far as to speak of a reading that 
in some sense was “sung”). Thucydides defined it polemically as 
a work designed for short-term entertainment. The destination 
of The Histories explains why the work displays some characters 
that are also common to epic poetry and other archaic narrative 
genres. Although Herodotus, citing Homer, expresses 
uncertainty as to whether it is or is not legitimate to place one’s 
trust in the poets, in the proem of his work Herodotus sets 
himself a theme and a goal that are consonant with the aims of 
the epic bard. It has been pointed out that the affinity between 
the work’s inspiration and its subject inevitably also leads to an 
affinity on the level of narrative technique and expression: thus 
in The Histories we find elements borrowed from the epic 
repertoire, such as glorification of the handsomeness and 
stature of the war leader as compared to common men, or a 
solemn narration of duels and fights aimed at defending the 
lifeless body of a fallen hero. Some points of contact can also be 
discerned with the form of the novella, which was fairly 
widespread in the Ionian environment: one such parallel can be 
recognised in the very conception of storytelling, which is not 
seen as an end in its own right but, rather, as a means of 
transmitting a vision of the world and of man. 


3 Thucydides 


3.1 Political historiography 


Herodotus addressed his words to a varied public that displayed 
differing levels of interest, for the purpose of communicating to 
his audience a historical message of lofty ethical and political 
value. In the case of Thucydides historiography results from the 
direct involvement of the writer in the life of the city, the 
debates and clashes that took place in civilian life and the 
analysis of the social motivations underlying the events on the 
domestic front. In addition, the city involved was Athens, which 
after the Persian Wars sought to assert its hegemony and 


eventually came to a final show-down with Sparta: this meant 
that the perspective of the Athenian polis transcended the limits 
of the individual city and eventually came to involve relations 
among the various city-states, namely interstate policy 
(including, when required by the circumstances, relations with 
the non-Greek world). In short, the broader historical-political 
perspective came into focus and was felt to be a question 
concerning Greece as a whole. 

The historiography embodied in Thucydides’ oeuvre is 
political historiography in a different and more profound sense 
than the meaning it could have embodied for Herodotus, quite 
apart from the lack of any aspect involving entertainment and 
oral publication. In Thucydides’ perspective, historiography was 
essentially a reflection on the domestic and foreign events that 
affect the polis; he therefore sought to ascertain their motives 
and their consequences. His was the work of a man involved in 
the world of politics: its pragmatic value resided in the fact of its 
being addressed to a reader who will plausibly, in his turn, 
cultivate an interest in politics and will thus be able to draw 
useful directives from its contents. Such a conception rests on 
several important founding assumptions: an analysis of recent 
and ongoing events involved makes it possible to extrapolate 
general principles, which will have perennial value inasmuch as 
human nature is unchangeable: accordingly, future events will 
necessarily present analogies and similarities with episodes that 
happened in the past, and the experience that has been 
acquired will be helpful when engaging in action. 

In comparison to the highly variegated Herodotean contents 
with their “anthropological” leanings, for Thucydides it was the 
military-political questions that became by far the most 
significant and predominant content of history. While 
Thucydides told of the events and circumstances of the half- 
century that extended from the end of the Persian Wars to the 
beginning of the Peloponnesian War (pentekontaetia), it was not 
because he wanted to achieve continuity with Herodotus and 
continue from where the latter had left off, but rather because 
this was the period that enabled him to clarify the stages that 


marked the rise of Athens and eventually led to the inevitable 
clash with Sparta: in other words, he aimed to investigate the 
roots of the conflict. But what really interested him was the 
possibility of reaching up to the present, of which he was a 
direct witness: for political historiography normally centres 
around present-day facts, it is historiography of the present or, 
at the very least, historiography that seeks to focus the spotlight 
on the present. This aspect, taken together with the rigorous 
“scientific” method of which he was the creator, built up and 
maintained the fame of Thucydides as a model of political 
historiography right up to the time of Polybius (second century 
B.C.). 

Finally, the rhetorical dimension of Thucydides’ 
historiography should not be overlooked. His stylistic-formal 
awareness of creating a work of literature, which belongs to a 
genre that it at the same time modifies and even in part creates, 
also included the component of political speeches, which have a 
significant presence in his work, both as regards their quantity 
and significance. In the following chapters we will dwell in 
greater depth on the important role rhetoric had come to play 
as part of education for civic life, and on the growing realisation 
that it was impossible to separate political commitment from the 
need to be capable of composing an oration that would prove to 
be capable of orienting the decisions of an assembly. The 
oratory practised by politicians and ambassadors, or by 
numerous influential personalities such as Solon, Themistocles, 
Pericles or Alcibiades, was not based on written texts and 
therefore was not destined to survive, but it was inescapably 
founded on an education that devoted great attention not only 
to the rhetorical dimension but also to matters of crucial 
significance for citizens who were embroiled in the affairs of the 
polis. The speeches that Thucydides has his characters declaim, 
inserting them into the very fabric of the historical narration, 
can give us an idea of the type of oratory involved: thus 
although they are by no means comparable to a “recording” of 
what was actually said, they are nevertheless both an element of 
the rhetoric of his genre and also, at one and the same time, a 


crucial aspect of historiography in its nature as political 
historiography. Education in the field of rhetoric and practice in 
oratory were So intrinsically bound up with political commitment 
that the presence of speeches clearly constituted a fundamental 
aspect of this literary genre. 


3.2 Biographical data 


Apart from a few pieces of valuable information obtainable from 
his work, as far as the life of Thucydides is concerned we are 
dependent on the writings of ancient biographers, among which 
we have a Life composed by a scholar whose name was 
Marcellinus (our richest source), two anonymous Lives and the 
entry “Thucydides” in the Suda lexicon. Scattered fragments of 
information are also found here and there in works by other 
authors (for instance Pausanias). 

Thucydides was born in Athens, in the deme of Halimous. 
His date of birth is controversial. Given that in 424/3 he held the 
post of stratégos, for which a minimum age of thirty was 
required (and it was quite rare for a man to be elected to this 
position at no more than barely the minimum required age), his 
birth should probably be set definitely prior to 455, very likely in 
a year falling within the period 460-455 B.C. On the other hand, 
we learn from the Suda lexicon that his akmé was fixed by the 
ancients (this is an item of information probably traceable back 
to the scholar and chronographer of the Hellenistic Age 
Apollodorus of Athens) as the period of the 87th Olympiad, 
corresponding to the years 432/29 B.C., in which case he would 
have been born roughly 40 years earlier, around 470. But this 
chronology, which would set his date of birth back by at least a 
decade, is generally felt to be less reliable than the hypothesis 
based on the year in which he served as a stratégos; 
furthermore, the latter is the only date that can be regarded as 
reliable, as well as the fact that he himself states that he fell ill 
during the epidemic that struck Athens in the summer of 429 (II 
48, 3). 

His father Olorus was the great-grandson of a Thracian king 


who bore the same name and who had a kinship relationship 
with the illustrious genos of the Athenian Miltiades. His mother 
Hegesipyle was a relative of Thucydides son of Melesias (a 
namesake of our author), a well-known Athenian politician of 
the mid-fifth century, and of Cimon. Thus his family belonged to 
the Athenian aristocracy; their great wealth derived from their 
right to exploit gold mines in Thrace, at Scapte Hyle in the 
region of Pangaeus. An ancient item of information claims that 
Thucydides descended from the Pisistratids through an ancestor 
of his mother: this forebear may have been related to the 
daughter of Hippias, the son of Pisistratus: there is little 
certainty concerning this ancestry, but it is true that the fairly 
long excursus dedicated to the Athenian tyrants in the 
Peloponnesian War is based on some details that are unknown 
to the other sources and which may have derived from a direct 
source of information. 

The sources have described him as a disciple of the 
philosopher Anaxagoras (although this item of information is 
extremely controversial, for chronological reasons, associated 
with such aspects as the date of the trial which resulted in the 
philosopher being banned from Athens, presumably in 433/2); 
he also followed the teachings of Antiphon of Rhamnus, who 
was likewise a well-known and respected figure in fifth-century 
Athens, and who is quite likely to have had contact with 
Anaxagoras. Moreover, according to the ancients, a common 
strand linking Thucydides and Antiphon could be perceived in 
their stylistic affinity, as they were both viewed as 
representatives of the “austere” style, according toa 
classification that subsequently became rather popular. While 
the Life by Marcellinus denies the hypothesis that Thucydides 
engaged in political activity prior to 424/3 (the year in which he 
held the post of stratégos), other sources espouse the opposite 
belief and assert that Thucydides was active in other significant 
posts, presumably before his term as stratégos. 

In 424/3, the Athenians needed a fellow citizen who, on 
account of his wealth and influential connections with Thrace, 
would be ideally suited to lead the wartime operations in the 


action that was being deployed as part of the war against 
Sparta. Thucydides fitted the requirements of the task perfectly: 
thus he was chosen as one of the stratégo/. While he was on the 
nearby island of Thasos, his colleague Eucles, who had been 
posted to Amphipolis (in the Pangaeus), was attacked by the 
Spartan army led by Brasidas. Summoned to help, Thucydides 
sailed towards him at full speed, with seven ships: he succeeded 
in saving the port of Eion (at the mouth of the river Strymon, 
where the city of Amphipolis is located), but he arrived too late 
to avoid the loss of Amphipolis, which defected and fell into the 
hands of the Spartan commander. 

It appears that in the aftermath of this military debacle, 
Thucydides was put on trial, at the behest of the extremist wing 
of the democratic grouping, whose members were favourable to 
the war and were led by the demagogue Cleon. The historian is 
said to have been banished into exile, to have been forbidden to 
set foot again in Athens or Attica (but the banishment was not 
extended throughout the entire territory of the Delio-Attic 
League), and his burial in these areas after his death was also 
forbidden. The Athenian reactions to the loss of Amphipolis 
show that it can quite plausibly be assumed that the people 
were looking for a scapegoat: in any case it is feasible to assume 
that the Cleonian party viewed the capture of Amphipolis as an 
excellent pretext for ridding themselves of an unwanted figure. 

It should be added, however, that this biographic 
reconstruction is not universally accepted. Some scholars 
believe that the aspect concerning the imposed exile was false: 
for instance, it may have been a later refashioning of the 
sequence of events, and Thucydides may have stayed in Athens 
throughout the period in question. It is even suggested that he 
experienced the oligarchic coup d’état of 411 (which he mentions 
in a positive light), and that he left the city only somewhat later, 
possibly after the collapse of the oligarchic government and the 
return of democracy. In any case, it would appear that exile did 
not prevent Thucydides from making visits to areas controlled 
by the Athenians, or from obtaining the information he needed 
for the composition of his work. It is not unlikely that he also 


spent some time in the Peloponnese, partly in search of items of 
information concerning historical events and partly to seek 
refuge from the hostility of his fellow citizens. He definitely 
stayed for a period in Thrace, at Scapte Hyle, where, according 
to some ancient sources, he worked on the composition of his 
historical work. However, in assessing the veracity of this piece 
of information, it should be borne in mind that according to the 
beliefs of the ancients, exile was “an ally” of the Muses, 
prompting composition of the most beautiful works. For 
instance, authors such as Xenophon, Philistus, Timaeus, 
Androtion and others were likewise said to have composed their 
historical works while in exile. Thus the assertion which 
regarded Thucydides as being hard at work on his composition 
while in exile may reflect a conventional portrayal of a writer, 
although it is clear that during the years in question he did 
indeed also devote himself to drafting his historical work. 

On the subject of his death, the amazing variety of traditions 
leads to the assumption that in antiquity nothing for sure was 
known about it. Some believed he died in Thrace but that his 
remains had been laid in the family tomb of Cimon in Athens, or 
that his life had ended at the court of Archelaus, king of 
Macedonia. The erudite Didymus (Augustan Period) and the 
periegete Pausanias (second century A.D) argued that he met a 
violent death in Athens or while he was returning to his 
homeland. Timaeus asserted he was buried in Italy. A similar 
lack of certainty dominates modern studies: those who do not 
believe in the suggestion of exile follow Didymus and believe he 
met a violent death in Athens. However, it would appear that he 
probably did indeed return from exile and that his tomb was in 
Athens, together with that of Cimon. The date of his death is 
generally considered to have been at some point between 403 
and 399 (the year of the death of Socrates). 


3.3 The History of the Peloponnesian War 


Thucydides’ work has come down to us subdivided into eight 
books and, as is also the case for Herodotus’ Histories, it is 


believed that this subdivision is not owed to the author himself, 
but rather to an edition drawn up in the Hellenistic Age by the 
Alexandrian philologists. In fact, Thucydides has inserted into 
the historical description a whole series of caesuras, marked by 
his sphragis (“seal”): on leafing through Books II-VII one finds 
no fewer than twelve times an expression of the type “and so 
ended the third (e.g.) year of this war chronicled by Thucydides” 
(6v OouKvsiSnc EuveypawWe). From these clues one can derive 
the assumption that each year of warfare was made to 
correspond to a volumen or papyrus roll, which was sealed with 
the author's sphragis. Since his historical account involves the 
narration of twenty-one years of war, one can assume that this 
was also the overall number of vo/umina utilised. 

For various reasons, which can fairly easily be grasped and 
are inevitably linked to the history of the composition of the 
overall work, other “signatures” by the author also appear in the 
proem, in the narration of the Amphipolis episode where the 
historian speaks about himself and repeats his personal data (IV 
104, 4) and, halfway through the description of a year of war, in 
the controversial passage containing the so-called “second 
proem” (V 26, 1). In some cases Thucydides’ “signature” is 
missing. For the first and eighth years of war the most likely 
explanation is that it was lost at some point in the manuscript 
tradition. A more problematic case is that of the six consecutive 
years of war (from the tenth to the fifteenth), related in chapters 
1-83 of Book V, which are not accompanied by the sphragis and 
with regard to which, as we will see, there is some suspicion that 
they were not the outcome of a final version (it has been 
suggested that they were put together and then published by 
Xenophon, the author of a work that is a continuation of 
Thucydides’ historical narration, the so-called Paralipomena, 
corresponding to the first part of the Hellenica, cf. The Classical 
Age XI 1.4). 

The seamless continuity of the overall story is guaranteed by 
the rigorous chronological account based on the years of war, 
starting from the beginning of the conflict in 431 B.C. The 
overview drawn up by Thucydides grasps the unitary nature of 


the Peloponnesian War despite its different phases, although 
such a vision was not endorsed by the ancient orators and by 
Plato, who speaks not of a single war but of three different 
episodes involving hostilities, namely: the Ten-Year War or 
“Archidamian War” (431-421), named after the Spartan king 
Archidamus II, who actually died in 427; the Athenian expedition 
to Sicily against Syracuse (415-413); the so-called Decelean War, 
because it began with the Spartan occupation of Decelea, a 
locality situated north-west of Athens (413-404). Book Lis 
devoted to preliminary reflections, including some that are of a 
methodological nature, followed by an overview of the period 
before the war, up to the time when Athens developed 
hegemonic power: this was the so-called pentekontaetia, namely 
the period of roughly fifty years that separated the Persian Wars 
from the conflict between Athens and Sparta. Book II covers the 
first three years of war (431-429 B.C.), Book III the years 428- 
426, IV from 425 to 422, V the years 422-416. In Book VI 
Thucydides takes the cue of the great Athenian expedition to 
Sicily in order to introduce a digression on the Greek 
colonisation of the island. Book VII treats the military operations 
which were conducted in Sicily until the terrible defeat suffered 
by the Athenians (413 B.C.), while Book VIII describes the 
military and political consequences of the defeat (412-411 B.C.). 


Book I. The work opens with a proem (1), in which the 
author states his name and the subject he intends to 
address in his work. There follows a rapid overview of the 
development of the Greek world, starting from the time of 
the earliest settlements on the peninsula up to the Persian 
Wars, with the subsequent formation of the two great 
powers, Athens and Sparta (2-19: this part is known as the 
archaiologia). It is a fundamental section of the work, 
inasmuch as Thucydides seizes the opportunity to outline 
several important methodological considerations. Fully 
aware of the difficulty of uncovering the truth concerning 
events that occurred in such a remote past, he reached the 
conclusion that their extent and impact as well as their 
characteristics can best be ascertained by making use of 


tekméria (“clues”) that allow a satisfactory reconstruction, 
albeit still restricted by inevitable limits, of which the 
author is fully aware. One limitation resides in the 
distortion that may arise from improper use of the 
elements suggested by the clues themselves, as in the 
famous example of Sparta: if, in the future, one were to try 
to build up an argument regarding the importance of 
Sparta on the basis of the remains of its ancient 
monuments, the city would be severely underestimated, 
given that at the time when Thucydides himself was 
writing the town still retained the features of a settlement 
composed of small villages in the archaic style. Thucydides 
thus reached the conclusion, from his considerations on 
the remote past, that the war being waged in his day was 
the most extensive conflict ever witnessed, because never 
before had the Greek world achieved such an elevated 
level of economic and military power. Chapters 20-22 
provide a more detailed account of the methodological 
criteria utilised. The next chapter (23) goes into 
considerable detail regarding the underlying causes of the 
war, which are identified as the constant and relentless 
growth of Athenian power and the fear this instilled in the 
Spartans. 


The historical account of the conflict, that is to say, of the 
contemporary events, begins with the reconstruction of 
the first signs of possible outbreak of war, which 
Thucydides regarded as stemming from the contingent 
motives of disputes and clashes, with specific reference to 
Athens. In particular, Athens’ intervention in the conflict 
between Corinth and Corcyra (24-55) and in the crisis of 
the city of Potidaea (56-66) led to the congress of the 
Peloponnesian League, which ended with the decision to 
enter into war (67-125). Within the latter section, 
Thucydides inserts a lengthy digression on the fifty years 
that had passed between the Persian Wars and the 
Peloponnesian War (89-118: pentekontaetia). Significantly, 
he declared his dissatisfaction with the reconstruction of 
the aforementioned fifty-year period in the version 
provided by Hellanicus of Mytilene. 


Attention then returns to the main theme, with the story of 
diplomatic incidents and provisional truces that had led to 
increasing deterioration of the relations between Athens 
and the Peloponnesian League, eventually resulting in the 
breakdown of all relations (119-139). The book closes with 
a speech by Pericles on the most appropriate strategy for 
Athens (140-144), which obtains the approval of the 
Athenian assembly: it is a strategy based on war (145-146). 


Book II (431-429 B.C.). The hostilities begin in the spring of 
431, with the night-time attack by Thebes against Plataea, 
a city of southern Boeotia closely allied with Athens: the 
invaders are driven back, but peace has been violated. The 
Peloponnesian army invades Attica and the Athenians 
strike back with an energetic naval expedition along the 
coast of the Peloponnese (1-34). Chapters 35-46 contain 
Pericles’ celebrated funeral oration (epitaphios) delivered 
in the presence of the assembly of Athenian citizens, to 
commemorate those who fell in the first year of war. This 
is followed by the equally famous description of the 
epidemic that broke out in the city in the summer of 429 
which caused a large number of deaths, including that of 
Pericles himself (47-54). After the second Peloponnesian 
invasion of Attica, to which the Athenians responded with 
naval operations (55-59), the subject turns to the final 
speech by Pericles (60-64), followed by an overall 
assessment of the figure of this statesman and of Athenian 
policy (65). A range of naval clashes reveal Sparta’s scanty 
experience in this field, as well as the effectiveness of the 
action undertaken by the stratégos Phormion and his 
squadron, who set up their base at Naupactus (66-94). 
Diplomatic contacts lead to the alliance between Athens 
and Thrace, as a result of which the narration of the final 
part of the book (95-101) is shifted to the regions of the 
north, from whence it then returns to the operations of 
Phormion in Acarnania (102-103). 


Book III (428-426 B.C.). The book opens with a description 
of Attica’s new invasion at the beginning of summer in 428 
(1). This is followed by the description of the revolt of the 
island of Mytilene against Athens, which had not been 


promptly supported by the Peloponnesian League to 
which the rebel city had turned (2-50). The demagogue 
Cleon assumes an intransigent attitude and proposes 
destruction of the city and mass execution of its 
inhabitants; however, Diodotus, a moderate, succeeds in 
persuading the assembly to go back on its decision and to 
mitigate the punishment. Sparta reacts by inflicting harsh 
punishment on Plataea, which has fallen after three years 
of siege: the city is destroyed, part of the population is 
scattered, many are killed (51-69). The story of the fierce 
political in-fighting taking place at Corcyra (clash between 
democrats and oligarchs, Athenian intervention in favour 
of the democratic contingent, withdrawal of the Spartans, 
massacre of the oligarchs) constitutes the occasion for an 
analysis of the phenomenology of civil war, which exerts a 
highly destructive effect on the life of society and on the 
generally accepted rules that govern civic society (70-85). 
The outbreak of the war between Syracuse and Leontini 
offers Athens the chance for a first expedition to Sicily in 
the autumn of 427, against the expansionist designs of 
Syracuse; the description of these developments 
alternates with that of operations at sea and on land in the 
Peloponnese (86-116). 


Book IV (425-423 B.C.). Athenian military success on the 
coasts of the Peloponnese, at Pylos and on the island of 
Sphacteria - where an entire Spartan contingent is 
captured - offers Athens another important advantage 
over its adversaries: the Athenians exploit the favourable 
moment by launching a series of successful military 
operations (1-57). But the situation undergoes a rapid 
change: at the congress of Gela the Greek Sicilian cities 
reach an agreement and drive the Athenian troops back 
(59-65); the Athenians fail to conquer Megara and are 
unable to occupy Boeotia, while the campaign conducted 
by the Spartan Brasidas against the Athenian bases in 
Thrace and in Chalcidice results in the fall of Amphipolis; 
even Thucydides himself, who was the stratégos in that 
area and held the command of the naval squadron, could 
do no more than save the port of Eion. The military 
debacles and a series of defections among the ranks of the 


allied cities persuade the Athenians to establish a year- 
long truce (66-135). 


Book V (422-416 B.C.). Upon resumption of the hostilities, 
the fierce pitched battle at Amphipolis left both the 
Athenian Cleon and the Spartan Brasidas dead, the 
commanders of the two military forces, and also the two 
main advocates of continuing the war to the very end. 
Their demise strengthens the hand of those who support a 
peace effort, which is signed by the stratégos Nicias on 
behalf of Athens (Peace of Nicias, 421 B.C.) and involves 
the reciprocal return of occupied lands (1-25). After the so- 
called “second proem,” the story resumes with focus on 
the inadequacies and internal conflicts of the two 
coalitions (26-83). During this phase, in the summer of 
416, Athens emblematically displays its imperialistic 
attitude towards the area of the Aegean by brutally 
subjugating the small island of Melos (another celebrated 
Thucydidean passage, the “dialogue of the Melians and 
the Athenians,” is inserted at this point). At the same time, 
Argos and Sparta clash at Mantinea (418/7 B.C.); Argos, 
inadequately supported by Athens, is defeated (84-116). 


Book VI (416-414 B.C.). The book, which focuses on the 
decision, departure and initial phase concerning the 
second Athenian expedition to Sicily, opens with a glance 
at archaeology and a history of the colonisation of the 
island (1-6). At the behest of Alcibiades and despite the 
opposition of Nicias, Athens passes a resolution in support 
of Segesta against Selinus and in favour of Leontini against 
Syracuse. A massive naval squadron is set up and placed 
under the command of Nicias, Alcibiades and Lamachus, 
but shortly before their departure date the scandal of the 
mutilation of the Herms breaks out. This is an episode 
which, in the tense political atmosphere of the period, is 
interpreted as an attack against democracy, and the blame 
is pinned on Alcibiades. Despite this episode, the naval 
contingent sets sail, but before the operations in Sicily 
have a chance to get under way, Alcibiades is recalled to 
the homeland in order to face court proceedings (7-52). In 
this context, to illustrate the climate of fear that was 


increasingly widespread in Athens - where there was great 
concern that a tyranny was about to be set up - 
Thucydides inserts a digression on the Pisistratids and on 
the circumstances of the murder of Hipparchus (53-60). 
During the return journey to Athens, Alcibiades flees and 
makes his way to Sparta, where he begins to collaborate 
with the enemy (61). The Athenian stratégoi guide the 
military operations in Sicily, which are successful up until 
the spring of 414: Syracuse is placed under siege, while in 
Sparta, upon the advice of Alcibiades, the decision is made 
to send forces under the command of Gylippus that are to 
come to the assistance of the Sicilian city against the 
Athenians (62-105). 


Book VII (413 B.C.). The arrival of Gylippus in Sicily 
overturns the situation: forcing his way through the 
Athenian blockade, the Spartan general manages to link 
his forces with those of the besieged. Nicias’ call for 
reinforcements is fulfilled by the despatch of two Athenian 
fleets, the second of which is headed by the stratégos 
Demosthenes of Aphidna. Meanwhile Sparta launches yet 
another invasion of Attica, where, upon advice from 
Alcibiades, the Spartans occupy and fortify Decelea (in the 
northern part of Attica), with the intent of limiting Athens’ 
freedom of action in the region once and for all (1-30). The 
developments of the conflict in Sicily lead to the defeat of 
Athens in the area of the Epipole (the hills that dominate 
Syracuse on the western and north-western side of the 
city, which the Athenians had previously captured); this, in 
turn, puts an end to the project of seizing Syracuse. The 
attempt to repatriate the troops fails with the defeat of 
Athens in the decisive battle at the Great Harbour of 
Syracuse (31-72). The Athenians attempt to find a way 
through the interior of the island, in a desperate retreat 
over land, but the enemy catches up with them and they 
are slaughtered. The generals Nicias and Demosthenes are 
executed, the other prisoners are thrown into the stone 
quarries or latomia (73-87). 


Book VIII (412-411 B.C.). A wave of horror spreads 
throughout Athens upon the arrival of the news of the 


crushing defeat in Sicily and the accompanying massacre. 
Alcibiades continues to engage in actions detrimental to 
Athens: he sets about engaging in actions designed to 
dismantle the empire, thereby provoking numerous 
defections of allies (for instance Samos) which the city 
cannot keep at bay; he promotes Spartan agreements with 
Persia, also acting in such a manner as to ensure that the 
Persian satrap Tissaphernes will establish contacts with 
Sparta (1-44). At this point, however, relations between 
Alcibiades and the Spartans take a turn for the worse, with 
the result that Alcibiades is constrained to seek refuge at 
the court of Tissaphernes and to begin acting in favour of 
the Athenians: he does succeed in encouraging the satrap 
to look more favourably upon Athens. Alcibiades is called 
back from exile by the Athenian fleet stationed at Samos: 
he returns home and is appointed as commander of 
military operations. In 411, the oligarchs in Athens carry 
out a coup d’état against the democratic government (once 
again, the mind behind this is Alcibiades) and they set up 
the regime of the Four Hundred, against which the fleet, 
stationed on Samos, organises a reaction. The situation is 
highly dangerous, but Alcibiades manages to avert a civil 
war. The Four Hundred are ousted and the moderate 
oligarchic regime of the Five Thousand is set up, under the 
auspices of Theramenes; Thucydides expresses a 
favourable assessment of the new situation. The revival of 
an atmosphere of concord allows the Athenian fleet to 
achieve an important success at Cynossema and to recover 
Cyzicus, which previously had defected. The book and the 
work close with the overall description of the various plots 
contrived by Tissaphernes, who tactically oscillates 
between Spartans and Athenians as he waits for them to 
wear each other down. 


The story thus breaks off unexpectedly at 411 B.C., in the very 
middle of the last stage of the war and without a real 
conclusion. In the work there is no lack of elements showing 
that it was indeed Thucydides’ intention to continue the 
narration up to the end of the conflict, i.e. up to 404 with the 
final defeat of Athens. This plan is clearly expressed in a passage 


from the “second proem” (V 26, 1): 


Thucydides of Athens has written this subsequent history 
also, setting out the events in chronological order, by 
summers and winters, up to the destruction of the 
Athenian empire and the capture of the Long Walls and 
the Peiraeus by the Spartans and their allies. The total 
duration of the war to this final point was twenty-seven 
years. 


Other passages provide additional confirmation that Thucydides 
did indeed see the end of the war, but evidently he was unable 
to finalise his draft or reach the point of complete publication of 
the work. To this should be added the fact of the incomplete 
character of Book VIII, which would appear not to have reached 
the stage of final checking and polishing: for instance, speeches 
are lacking altogether. A few differences as compared to the 
overall tone of the work can also be perceived in Book V, which 
likewise lacks speeches. The suggestion that the absence of 
speeches can be explained as a decision by Thucydides himself 
to make less frequent use of this tool cannot dispel the 
suspicion of incompleteness, which is further prompted by the 
observation that their absence is concentrated in these 
particular parts of the work. Moreover, above all in Books V and 
VII, the documents are cited in their original form and rather 
than in the form he most frequently adopted, namely fused and 
amalgamated with the overall storyline. 


3.4 The “Thucydidean question” 


As in the case of Herodotus, for the past century, critical analysis 
has pinpointed several serious problems concerning the 
composition of Thucydides’ historical work. For instance, severe 
doubts were prompted by certain characteristics of the text that 
has come down to us, as already mentioned. Attention has 
focused above all on the inadequacies affecting the organic 
structure of the narration of the unfolding events, (above all in 


Books V and VIII, which to some extent appear to be 
incomplete); chapters 1-83 of Book V lack the seal at the end of 
the description of the war from the tenth to the fifteenth year; 
difficulties also arise with regard to the position and function of 
the so-called “second proem,” which interrupts the storyline in 
the very middle of Book V. 

Identification of these “weak points” in the text has resulted 
in the birth of an analytically oriented criticism of the text, with 
emphasis on distinguishing among different parts of the work, 
which have been interpreted by scholars as having been 
composed by Thucydides at different moments of his life, or as 
being the work of different hands (even the hypothesis of an 
anonymous redactor was mooted). Following these lines of 
interpretation, the elements of incompleteness and lack of 
homogeneity could be explained by assuming that the work did 
not arise from a unitary and organic conception but was, 
instead, the outcome of the juxtaposition of parts composed 
separately, with regard to which it was not possible - 
conceivably due to lack of time - to proceed with an organic re- 
structuring of the overall material. Towards the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the German scholar Franz W. Ullrich 
identified two sections within the overall work. Since the part 
extending from the beginning of the whole work up to the 
middle of Book IV, including the description of the first ten years 
of war, contains no precise indications concerning the overall 
duration of the conflict - rather, the expression “this war” 
clearly refers only to the “Archidamian war” (431-421 B.C.), it 
can quite likely be inferred that this part of Thucydides’ work 
was composed immediately after the peace of Nicias (421 B.C.), 
using notes he had jotted down during the conflict itself. 
Following this line of analysis, Thucydides very likely brought his 
draft to a close at this point. However, as soon as the hostilities 
broke out again, he presumably resumed his collection of 
materials concerning the events he saw happening around him: 
only after 404, once it had become clear to him that there 
existed close links among the different phases of the conflict 
and, furthermore, that the various clashes were bound by a 


single fundamental cause, did he proceed to finalise his work in 
the form that has come down to us; the narration would thus 
break off in 411 because his death prevented him from 
completing the draft up to 404 B.C. and putting the final touches 
on certain parts (such as Books V and VIII); passages from the 
first four books referring to events later than 421 should hence 
be regarded as later insertions. 

Another analytical perspective argues that Books I-IV were 
composed prior to the second Athenian expedition to Sicily, 
while Books VI-VII (on the expedition) were the outcome of a 
journey by Thucydides to Sicily during the period when he was in 
exile; in contrast, the drafting of Books V and VIII is argued to 
have been broken off by the author’s death. This tendency to 
disaggregate parts of the work in the process of overall critical 
analysis has on occasion been taken to extremes, at times even 
encroaching on the unity of the individual books: for instance, 
by going so far as to put forward the view that the Sicilian books 
(VI-VII) were originally conceived as a separate monographic 
publication which, later, was incorporated into the book and 
inserted in the positions where it is found today. Other scholars 
place emphasis on a certain lack of order within the overall 
work, interpreting the disorderly manner of proceeding as the 
result of different intentions underlying various distinct sub- 
parts, with the further assumption that during the later stages 
of composition the parts were redacted and “stitched” together, 
at times with extensive reworking of individual sections. 
Thucydides, it is suggested, may have changed his mind with 
regard to his assessment of the political and military line 
adopted by Athens, and thus could well have endeavoured to 
restructure his work on various occasions in order to justify 
Periclean policy. 

The assumption of such drastic critical interventions resulted 
in an overall appraisal that split the composition into a number 
of discontinuous fragments, thereby impairing the overall value 
of the work. This approach provoked a unitarian reaction, with 
many critics proposing that a unitary and organic conception 
characterised the work from the very start. This rigorously 


unitarian approach argued that the work was written entirely 
after 404 B.C., i.e. after the end of the Peloponnesian War, and 
that it was by no means made up of nuclei that had been 
composed independently of each other and then stitched 
together in a somewhat haphazard manner, with additions and 
insertions. Within this tentative framework, efforts were made 
to identify an evolution of the Thucydidean historiographic 
method, based on the character of the speeches and modes of 
discourse attributed to the historical characters. Thus a putative 
earlier phase was identified (faithful to the methodological 
premises stated in I 22), with a presumed greater tendency to 
objectivity, designed to report the speeches as faithfully as 
possible; this was then assumed to have been followed, at a 
later time, by a phase in which Thucydides invented the 
speeches, using them as a tool for transmission of a more 
conscious form of historical reflection. In a similar perspective, it 
was suggested that a transition had come about from a phase in 
which Thucydides was basically a Sophist with interests that also 
included history, to another in which he focused his attention 
more intensively on a genuine historical perspective, with the 
aim of seeking an underlying unity that would embrace a great 
number of apparently unrelated events. Other scholars 
preferred to assume that Thucydides adopted different 
assessments, at various times, of the real nature of the 
Peloponnesian War. According to the latter analysis, it was not 
until somewhat later that Thucydides came to believe that the 
true cause of the war lay in Athenian imperialism and the fears 
this aroused in the Peloponnesians. The French scholar 
Jacqueline de Romilly argued that Thucydides had always 
remained faithful to imperialism moulded on the Periclean 
approach, and that precisely for this reason he had reworked 
the description of the course of events in order to improve the 
historical depiction rather than to correct the vision that was 
portrayed, which remained unchanged. These evolution- 
oriented conceptions, with their attempts to identify different 
phases of Thucydides’ thought reflected in his pages, aim 
primarily to gain insight into the elements of non-homogeneity 


and to offer a valid explanation without resorting to a 
dismemberment of the basic structure of the work. 

A highly original and extremely controversial hypothesis has 
been put forward by Luciano Canfora, who argues that the 
second proem (V 26, 1) and the entire bloc of chapters 1-83 of 
Book V (the treatment of the war years from the tenth to the 
fifteenth, which lack the familiar Thucydidean sphragis) are to be 
regarded as the work of the Athenian historian Xenophon, a 
younger contemporary of Thucydides, whose work he continued 
with the Hellenica. According to this interpretation, Xenophon 
remedied a lacuna in the text by using material left by the 
author. The hypothesis of Xenophon’s “forgery” goes hand in 
hand with the idea of a rather bare-bones composition by 
Thucydides, one that had not reached its final form. An 
alternative suggestion puts forward the idea that Thucydides 
had initially begun to set down his description in writing not 
long after the outbreak of the war, and had continued 
throughout the hostilities, possibly with an interruption at the 
time of the peace of Nicias (421 B.C.); however, shortly after the 
peace he began to realise the on-going warring would come to 
an end only when one of the two powers had been completely 
defeated. This interpretation of his work goes hand in hand with 
the idea that Thucydides initially had in mind a work on Greek 
history of a “Herodotean” type, starting from 478 B.C., but the 
war between Athens and Sparta soon engaged his full attention. 

The question of the composition of The Peloponnesian War 
remains open, in all its problematic aspects. At present, the 
predominant view wisely favours a cautious attitude, with 
justified scepticism towards over-ambitious and arbitrary 
analyses but also towards excessively simplistic unitary 
solutions. That is to say, while daring reconstructions are 
destined to remain in the land of pure hypothesis, it can hardly 
be denied that the investigations prompted by the objective 
difficulties presented by Thucydides’ text have led to a great 
flowering of in-depth analyses and expansion of knowledge of 
the meanings it communicates. 


3.5 The cultural influences 


Thucydides’ social and political standing must have enabled him 
to cultivate a considerable range of contacts with the cultural 
environments of the time. Clear traces of some of these 
tendencies can be perceived in his work, especially in the parts 
where reflections on methodological issues can be perceived. 

In particular, the influence of Hippocratic scientific 
rationalism and of the Sophists can be strongly felt and is 
particularly noticeable in a passage devoted to a description of 
the aims he was pursuing in composing the work (I 22, 4): 


It may be that the lack of a fabulous element in my history 
will make it less of a pleasure to the ear: but I shall be 
content if it is judged useful by those who will want to have 
a clear understanding of what happened — and, such is 
the human condition, will happen again at some time in 
the same or a similar pattern. 


Analogies can be perceived between this historiographic 
conception and the methodological perspective that emerges 
from several Hippocratic treatises (cf. The Classical Age VIII 2.2), 
where it is asserted that given the constants of human nature, 
observation of the past can offer the basis for prediction of 
future events and can provide indications on appropriate 
behaviour. In Thucydides one finds repeated references to 
certain features of human nature that are recurrent and 
characterised by constancy, inasmuch as man’s reactions are 
similar whenever they occur in situations that can also be 
described as similar. To give an example, Thucydides offers a 
digression on the epidemic that broke out in Athens in the 
summer of 429 (II 47-54); while diverting attention away from 
the dominant political-military perspective, he is careful not to 
miss the opportunity to emphasise the methodological and 
conceptual viewpoint of recurrent behaviour in situations that 
can be regarded as similar to one another (II 48, 3): 


I shall simply tell it [sci/. the disease] as it happened, and 
describe the features of the disease which will give anyone 
who studies them some prior knowledge to enable 
recognition should it ever strike again. 


His mention of the stability and repetitiveness of human nature 
corresponds to a similar observation in the methodological 
chapters (I 22, 4). Interestingly, Thucydides made use of tools of 
knowledge and analysis of events taken over from the 
epistemology of Hippocratic medicine. For instance, he used the 
verb eArtiZetv (“to expect,” “to have expectations”: 11) asa 
means of expressing an anticipation or a sense of foreboding 
which portended that the conflict would be vast, and also the 
term tipovota (pronoia, “foresight”) in referring to the most 
important skill a great Athenian statesman would be expected 
to have. Such words are associated with the moment of 
“prognosis” and are taken over from medical vocabulary; they 
can readily be found in the treatises of the Hippocratic Corpus. 
Analogously, significant - even lexical - contacts with medical 
texts can be perceived in reference to descriptions and the 
search for causes, symptoms and the course of events in 
diseases. This is not altogether surprising if one bears in mind 
that although Thucydides was mainly concerned with identifying 
general laws pertaining to the behaviour and nature of men, his 
interest was founded on an unrelenting search for what really 
happened. Accordingly, it can readily be understood why - as 
probably was perfectly natural - his thoughts had much in 
common with rational scientific thought, which in medicine had 
achieved far-reaching results. On the other hand, it should not 
be overlooked that when Thucydides was outlining his general 
rationalist vision of history, he did not disregard the role played, 
above all when at war but also in life and, more generally, in 
politics, by tapdAoyov (paralogon), the “irrational” element, not 
foreseeable by the human /ogos: the presence and function of 
the irrational in the world and in human behaviour can certainly 
be recognised by a rationalist. 

As mentioned above, another element, in addition to 


scientific Hippocratic rationalism, played an important role in 
the formation of Thucydides’ conception of historiography: 
namely, he was strongly influenced by the Sophistic movement. 
His very expression of the hope that readers of his work will find 
it useful (I 22, 4) reveals his affinity with the Sophistic approach, 
which can be seen as the background of a pragmatic and 
utilitarian conception of culture and knowledge. A further aspect 
that is consonant, to some extent at least, with the sensibilities 
and philosophical approach of the Sophists resides in his 
abundant and extremely apposite use of antithetical discourse, 
in which opposite lines of reasoning on a given subject are 
examined. Thucydides himself declared (I 22,1) that as far as the 
reconstruction of speeches was concerned, since it was 
extremely difficult to remember the exact wording of 
statements that had been made, he had based his work on two 
principles: depicting the characters as stating ta S€ovta (“the 
appropriate things,” i.e. that which they must inevitably have 
said), and remaining as faithful as possible to the overall content 
and the general intention (EUuTIaca ywwuN) of what was actually 
said. It can easily be noted that the reconstructed speeches are 
undoubtedly shorter than they must have been in actual reality; 
confirmation of this observation can be derived from a 
comparison with the deliberative orations that have come down 
to us. Furthermore, the style of the speeches tends to be rather 
uniform and coincides in general with that of Thucydides 
himself: that is to say, he evidently did not seek to reproduce the 
individual style of each orator. Moreover, Sophistic influence can 
be perceived in the use of rhetorical figures that express an 
opposition of opinions and concepts, as in the case of antithesis. 
Similarly, from the point of view of content, the speeches are 
rich in concepts that are characteristic of Thucydidean thought, 
at times lacking in concrete elements but replete with general 
maxims. It is clear that in the hands of the author they actually 
constitute an element of his historiography and an interpretive 
tool providing insight into the actions and motives that 
prompted the actions of the persons involved. 

That he was to some extent receptive to Sophistic influence 


has also been invoked to account for Thucydides’ sceptical 
attitude towards the divine. He completely eliminates the idea 
(extensively present in Herodotus) of any direct influence of the 
gods on the evolution of history. Rather, he constantly aims to 
provide a rational explanation of the course of events. Although 
the hypothesis is somewhat dubious, it is significant that 
Thucydides, according the Life written by Marcellinus, is said to 
have been a pupil of Anaxagoras, whose rationalism was 
accused of resulting in impious conceptions and atheism. In 
fact, this propensity towards religious skepticism, which 
constitutes one of the elements most clearly differentiating his 
work from that of Herodotus, often led both ancient and 
modern scholars to view the author as an atheist or an agnostic. 
Yet Thucydides always appears to be well informed as regards 
the historical events that involve the sphere of religion and its 
institutions, a sphere in which he surely conducted 
investigations of his own. He treats religion as one of the many 
aspects which can form the object of historical investigation, 
thus adopting a non-dogmatic approach, though he is 
absolutely not averse to the idea of seeking to explain a range of 
aspects belonging to this sphere of study, mentioning around 
fifteen oracles (the political significance of which by no means 
escapes him). Furthermore, he also quite often establishes 
connections, at times direct, at other times indirect, between 
religious and worldly events, with a considerable insight into the 
psychology of religious populations, showing that he was able to 
provide a correct overview of the importance of this factor in 
human affairs. 

The well-known Sophistic teaching of the natural right of the 
strongest appears in some passages, for example in the famous 
dialogue of the Athenians and the Melians (V 84-116), in which 
the latter attempt in vain to assert the right of self- 
determination and are then constrained to succumb to the 
overpowering malfeasance of the hegemonic city. From the 
point of view of the literary construction it is a veritable 
dialogue, which has no parallel in the rest of historiographic 
production: only the first two and the last two dialogic 


exchanges are introduced by captions, while all the rest 
develops as in a tragedy on stage or in the Platonic dialogues. It 
has even been suggested that the dialogue might have been a 
small independent work, modelled on Sophistic dialogues and 
then inserted into the historical narration (some have gone so 
far as to cast doubt on the Thucydidean authorship). In the 
summer of 416, the stratégos Nicias was making preparations to 
take possession of the small Doric island Melos, in the Cyclades, 
and besieged it until the winter of 415; upon its capitulation, the 
Melians were massacred or enslaved, after which an Athenian 
cleruchy was established on the island. This specific case, 
appropriately presented, came to be emblematic for 
philosophical-political reflection, and above all for debate on the 
problem of the logic of power and its justification. Overall, this 
dialogue, and also the part devoted to the pentekontaetia, or the 
chapters of Book VIII that describe the revolt of Samos, point to 
a negative assessment by Thucydides with regard to the 
immoral and domineering nature of Athenian empire, based as 
it was on increasing enslavement of the allies. This 
notwithstanding, his penetrating and scientific insight enabled 
him to study the phenomenon, viewing it from its own 
perspective and following its own logical mechanisms. On the 
other hand, one should not overlook the problem of the 
contradiction between this vision of the empire and the 
monument designed to praise Periclean Athens in the 
epitaphios, namely the speech imagined to have been delivered 
by Pericles to honour those who had fallen at the beginning of 
the war. This was a genuine powerful hymn of praise for the city 
and its achievements (Book II); one may therefore surmise that 
the epitaphios may represent an expression of a change of mind 
by Thucydides, which came about upon his realisation of the 
superiority of Pericles as compared to the demagogues who 
gathered up his political heritage or, alternatively, when it began 
to be clear that Sparta would henceforth enjoy unchallenged 
domination. Furthermore, this growing awareness may have 
arisen in concomitance with his conviction that the final defeat 
was due to the untimely passing of Pericles and the 


abandonment of his political approach. 

His reflection on the developments of Athenian imperialism 
is set within an overall vision of Greek history, from the 
archaiologia to the pentekontaetia and right up to the outbreak 
of the conflict between Athens and Sparta, which shows that the 
two city-states had truly reached the peak of their rise to power. 
A hegemonic power, in this scientific and rationalist vision of 
history, cannot hold back from exercising power and control 
over allies and expanding its dominion, hence the natural right 
of the strongest to crush the weakest, an unrelenting law of 
history. 


3.6 The historiographic method 


One of the fundamental aspects of Thucydides’ work is his 
elaboration of a methodology for historical research based on 
thorough - to a certain extent one might say “scientific” - 
premises. In the chapters of the archaiologia (I 2-19) and the 
subsequent ones, which deal with methodology, Thucydides’ 
historiographic method clearly emerges, being set out and 
declared with lucid awareness. He is conscious of being the 
founder of a new historiography compared to Herodotus, giving 
up many aspects that might have been pleasant and 
entertaining for the reader and removing the religious and 
fable-like elements as well as the miscellaneous notes on 
populations and regions, in favour of a more rigorous enquiry, 
centred on politico-military facts and on a strict adherence to 
the real events. 

The archaiologia had confronted him with the problem of 
ascertaining the truth about events of such a distant past and 
on the need to reconstruct them on the basis of tekméria 
(“clues”), although he was well aware of the limits this imposed. 
In the celebrated methodological chapters of Book I (in 
particular 22, 2-3), Thucydides expresses very clearly the 
method he adopted in a critical approach to his sources. In 
addition to basing his work on his own personal observation of 
events (with an approach not unlike that adopted by the 


Herodotean autopsia), he also, insofar as was possible, made 
use of eye-witness accounts, though he did not restrict himself 
to passively reporting their version of events, preferring instead 
to make a careful assessment of the available testimonies, one 
by one. Thucydides was fully aware that, taken individually, 
witnesses could portray very different accounts of one and the 
same event, owing to the imprecision of memory and also partly 
due to the more or less intentional deformations of the real 
facts resulting from political and ideological leanings. 
Nevertheless, the underlying objective was to maintain strict 
adherence to the truth, which in the detailing of current facts 
could far more easily be accomplished through direct 
experience and enhanced reliability of the witnesses. 

In contrast to Herodotus, who generally merely places the 
different versions side by side, Thucydides rejects this principle 
of relata refero and makes a critical selection (evidently of a 
subjective nature) among the contradictory items of information 
that come to his attention. He therefore presents only the 
version which, in his judgement, has proved to be true or 
appears probable, and disregards other parallel versions. This 
criterion, which may appear preferable as compared to the 
Herodotean approach because it places greater faith in rational 
criticism of the causes, in actual fact hides within itself a grave 
danger, because the historian’s opinion may have led to the 
exclusion and loss of significant traditions that could have been 
useful for reconstruction of the facts. An exemplary case is 
Thucydides’ silence on a particular event - the decree by means 
of which Athens imposed on its allies the commercial embargo 
against its rival Megara - which other authors, such as the 
comedy writer Aristophanes, list as one of the major causes of 
the conflict. In short, Thucydides judges and chooses on the 
basis of a rationalist conviction, which could prove to be false 
and therefore damaging. 

Although Herodotus is never directly named, the 
methodological chapters express a clearly polemical stance 
against the earlier geo-ethnographic historiography, which 
Thucydides criticised above all for its hedonistic character. In it 


the pragmatic and utilitarian value of history was pushed to the 
background and it indulged the fable-like and mythic aspects 
that were greatly favoured by the public. But the underlying 
aspect of this polemic clearly did not reside merely in a different 
conception of historical research, which Thucydides regarded as 
endowed with a function that was not merely of entertainment 
but rather of life-long teaching and learning (Kthiya €¢ asi, ktéma 
es aei, “everlasting possession,” in the very famous definition). 
Even more significantly, Thucydides was well aware of the 
profound change that was taking place in the closing decades of 
the fifth century and was revolutionising the forms of 
publication and circulation of literary works, with the increasing 
spread of written texts. The “pleasant” aspects that could 
capture the attention were giving way to a form of reading 
which guaranteed that the mind could focus attention on the 
contents and opened up the potential for reconsideration and 
in-depth thought. 

Further aspects of differentiation as compared to 
Herodotus’ historiography also emerge in the choice to limit the 
content to narration of contemporary political and military 
events. This resulted in a considerable restriction of the scope of 
the investigation, offset, however, by a more penetrating 
analysis of the causes and concatenation of the events. A close 
link can be discerned between the choice of the most suitable 
focus of the investigation and the role assigned to investigation 
of the causes, inasmuch as the methodological need to 
ascertain the reason that had led to a certain event signified that 
the investigation could hardly be expected to investigate 
potential causes from the distant past, on account of the 
difficulty of acquiring direct evidence pertaining to events dating 
from remote times. In the opening chapters of his work, 
Thucydides declared that he had chosen to address that which 
had occurred during his own times precisely because of the 
need to obtain reliable evidence and trustworthy versions 
concerning the events that had occurred. In the absence of an 
autopsy and eye-witness statements, it was vital that a 
substantial effort should be made at least to achieve a credible 


reconstruction of what in all probability did indeed take place. 
Thus a portrayal of the most likely course of prior historical 
events becomes necessary if the truth cannot be ascertained 
with certainty. In chapter 23 a distinction can be perceived 
regarding several levels of causes that determine an event, with 
regard to which the historian is called upon to exercise his own 
judgement: the real and underlying reason (ff GAn8eotatn 
TipO~@aotc), which as far as the Peloponnesian War is concerned 
should be seen as residing in the relentless and unstoppable 
increase in the power of Athens and the fear this instilled in the 
Spartans; the causes declared by the opposing sides (aitiat, 
aitiai); and the occasional motive or pretext (apxn, arché) that 
effectively sparks the conflict. 

Another aspect of the Thucydidean historiographic method 
consists in the choice of an annalistic type of chronological 
criterion, based on the seasons of the year, which allows an 
event to be locatable with great precision and to overcome the 
problem arising from the inconsistency that results from 
different chronological systems (the most widespread reference 
systems were the list of the priestesses of Hera at Argos, that of 
the Athenian archons and that of the ephors of Sparta). Its 
narration is structured by summers and winters, in which the 
clear sequence of events in his historical account far exceeded 
that of any prior narration: this was a method of presentation 
which, however - according to critical assessments put forward 
even in antiquity - sacrificed the unitary nature of the narrated 
events, in the sense that the concatenation of the different facts 
was carried out purely on a piece-by-piece basis, arranged in 
terms of a strictly chronological distribution. 

On the other hand, many ancient scholars, such as the 
historian and rhetor Dionysius of Halicarnassus in the Augustan 
Age, appreciated Thucydides’ overall objectiveness in his 
analyses and presentation of the facts, which was a feature that 
clearly arose as a consequence of the specific historiographic 
method he adopted and, additionally, of his rigorous application 
of this method. It should nevertheless be mentioned that in 
addition to his strong commitment to reconstruction of the 


truth and his effort to maintain impartiality, other aspects can 
also be perceived (and it could hardly be otherwise) which 
reflect the author’s personal inclinations. First and foremost is 
the fact (perhaps inevitable) that the perspective from which the 
unfolding events are narrated is intensely centred on Athens, 
around which the entire narration revolves. As far as his political 
convictions are concerned, Thucydides’ aversion to the 
demagogue Cleon stands out very clearly, in contrast to a 
certain degree of admiration for Pericles, whose skilful 
statesmanship and foresight Thucydides appreciated and 
strongly underlined. Although Thucydides rarely concentrated 
on aspects concerning the development of democracy and 
culture in Athens, his preference for a form of moderate 
oligarchic government can clearly be perceived (in this regard, 
he gave a favourable judgement on the constitution of the 
moderate oligarch Theramenes that, in 411 B.C., entrusted the 
government of Athens to the assembly of the Five Thousand, i.e. 
the Athenian citizens who enjoyed sufficient independent 
financial means to enable them to act for the good of the city). 
Overall, Thucydides avoided direct statements that passed 
judgement on the events he was narrating: rather, he allowed 
the facts themselves to act in some sense as the spokesmen. 
Thus his narrative skills enabled him to provide his readers with 
insight into his own vision of the situation. 


3.7 Language and style 


The language of Thucydidean prose is Attic dialect (typically 
characterised by the use of tt for oo and Evuv for ouv), ina form 
tending towards rather archaic elements; this allowed him to 
avoid exaggerated colouring and also admitted Ionian features, 
by virtue of the well-known elasticity of the literary language in 
the second half of the fifth century. 

His style is extremely original, and stands out for its 
distinctive characteristics. Earlier, we pointed out that he was 
regarded by the ancients as a representative of the austere 
style: his syntax was far from easy to grasp, and at times was 


almost impenetrable, with dissymmetries, anacoloutha, complex 
noun-phrases and a conciseness that sometimes bordered on 
veritable obscurity. His prose was also characterised by a rather 
severe tone that admitted no decorative figures of speech or 
fanciful phrases and granted no unmotivated pleasant 
sensations; furthermore, he made extensive use of an apparatus 
of rhetoric replete with tropes and figures of speech, which were 
evidently founded on an in-depth educational background. He 
paraded the use of “difficult” vocabulary with an abundance of 
abstract terms, often incorporating rare and archaic words, and 
at times even poetic forms. In short, he presented a hard and 
disjointed style, which obliged the reader to pause, thereby 
concentrating attention on the facts or concepts. This 
notwithstanding, marked stylistic distinctions can be perceived 
among the different parts of the work: asimpler style, as ina 
chronicle, can be found in the narrative sections, whereas 
elsewhere in the work more complex forms of language can be 
encountered, at times rich in abstract conceptual schemes or 
antitheses with deliberately non-parallel members, or on other 
occasions making use of technical expressions required by the 
contents; in the speeches, one notes a dense and compressed 
style, which was no doubt the outcome of a definite choice: to 
be included in a historical work, the speeches needed to express 
as concisely as possible all the points relevant to the matter at 
hand. 


X Rhetoric and Oratory in the Fifth 
Century B.C. 


1 The beginnings of rhetoric 


1.1 The origins in Sicily 


The history of ancient Greek rhetoric can be defined as a story of 
dreadful wreckages and major losses. It cannot be doubted that 
this is equally true for other genres of ancient Greek and Latin 
literatures, yet it is striking to realise that the first treatise on 
Greek rhetoric to have come down to us in its entire form, 
namely Aristotle’s Rhetoric, by no means belongs to an initial 
stage of this art, but constitutes a comprehensive assessment of 
the acquisitions of the techné rhétoriké (a term which refers both 
to “the art of rhetorical speech” and to the treatises that set out 
its rules) over the entire period of the fifth and fourth century, 
and that a great gap chronologically follows that first surviving 
treatise on rhetoric, which thus seems to be adrift and isolated 
amid a relatively impoverished background. One consolation 
can however be invoked: the surviving material could hardly be 
more illustrious and important. The only other treatise that has 
come down to us from the fourth century is the Rhetoric to 
Alexander, which withstood the test of time because it was 
mistakenly included among the works of Aristotle himself. 

The information on the history of pre-Aristotelian rhetoric 
consists of scanty indirect evidence, not even amounting to 
veritable fragments. A good part of the available information is 
to be attributed to the historical awareness and propensity to 
retrospection of Aristotle himself, who was in the habit of 
frequently assessing the knowledge he had acquired, re- 
evaluating his own proposals in the light of the reflections of 
writers and thinkers who had preceded him. Deeming 
Empedocles of Acragas to be the one who had “discovered” 
rhetoric, Aristotle opened his own Zuvaywynh texvav (Sunagogé 
technon, a sort of overview of the “manuals” of rhetoric that had 
been created up to his time, of which no more than a few 
fragments remain), starting from Tisias of Syracuse, a disciple of 
Corax and teacher of the sophist Gorgias of Leontini (see above, 
The Classical Age IV 1.2). The eastern part of Sicily thus appears 
to have been - at least in the Aristotelian vision - the cradle of 
the doctrine and teaching of rhetoric. It is here, in the 
interaction among these four figures - problematic and complex 
though it may be - that the first steps in the art of rhetoric must 


be sought, both as a doctrine and as a teaching subject. 

Aristotle’s remarks on the role of Empedocles is not devoid 
of obscurity and should perhaps be examined in relation to the 
political activity undertaken by this philosopher. When 
Thrasydaeus, who was at that time the tyrant of Acragas and 
Himera, was defeated in battle by Hieron (the tyrant of 
Syracuse), the populations of Acragas and Himera mounted a 
rebellion, the tyrant was forced to flee into exile and Acragas set 
up an oligarchic government (this was in the year 471), which 
was later supplanted by a democratic regime. Empedocles 
played an active part in these political developments that were 
taking place in his city and he sided with the democratic forces. 

Events similar to those occurring at Acragas also took place 
in Syracuse. In 466 Hieron was succeeded by his brother 
Thrasybulus, but the population was less and less willing to 
tolerate the political oppression: a democratic revolution soon 
chased the tyrant out. It seems to be suggested in some sources 
that Corax of Syracuse played a major role even at a slightly 
earlier time, during the tyranny of Hieron. Later, after the advent 
of democracy, Corax is said to have attempted to orient and 
sway his fellow citizens by resorting to the power of words and 
discourse, exactly as he had done during the previous regime. 
To this end, he apparently defined and described some rules, 
thereby effectively becoming the first author of a Techné 
(“treatise”) on rhetoric. According to this depiction, the figure of 
Corax of Syracuse is a representative of the kind of oratory that 
arose in response to needs stemming from political affairs. A 
different version, probably dating back, once again, to Aristotle, 
is attested by Cicero, in which it is suggested that the activity 
attributed to Corax - including the theoretical aspect, which is 
presumed to have consisted in defining some of the rules 
pertaining to this art - may well have been directly linked to the 
resumption of judicial activity after the fall of the tyranny and 
thus also to the establishment of a democratic regime shortly 
afterwards (this judicial activity concerned, above all, court cases 
lodged by private citizens to reclaim landed property confiscated 
by the tyrants). 


Thus two different evolutionary patterns of the development 
of rhetoric can be perceived. On the one hand, the first steps 
towards the consolidation of téxvn pntoptKn (techné rhétoriké) 
were clearly bound up with political life and with the format that 
would later be defined as the yevoc oupBouAEUTLKOV (genos 
sumbouleutikon) or genus deliberativum (Snunyopia, démégoria 
was the name for the type of speech that would be delivered by 
an orator speaking directly to the political assembly), whereas 
the setting for a rather different form of public speaking 
involved the law courts and judicial oratory, known as the yévoc 
StKaviKkov (genos dikanikon) or genus iudiciale. Given that 
according to Aristotle’s reconstruction, Corax’s activity 
specifically made reference to the judicial sector, many scholars 
believe this may very well have been a field that offered the 
potential for a figure such as that of Empedocles to become the 
initiator of the genre of deliberative oratory, in relation to his 
participation in the city’s political life. 

Whether or not the greater part of the elements portrayed 
in the above description correspond to historical reality, it is 
clear that the first steps in the development of rhetoric were 
associated with the situation that came to prevail after the fall of 
the tyrannies and during the subsequent restoration of 
democracy, in some cities of Sicily shortly before the mid-fifth 
century. Basically, therefore, the birth of rhetoric had close links 
with an art of discourse for which there was increasing demand 
in civic life and on the occasions that called for political and 
judicial oratory. 

It is difficult to ascertain, with any certainty, whether Corax 
genuinely composed material that could be assimilated to the 
concept of a real Techné. In addition to Cicero, Quintilian (The 
Orator’s Education III 1, 8) begins by mentioning Empedocles and 
then speaks of “artium scriptores antiquissimi Corax et Tisias 
Siculi.” Elsewhere, however, only Tisias of Syracuse is presented 
as the first author. In the sources, Tisias and Corax are often 
mentioned together, and naturally the chronological and 
geographical coincidence of their activity cannot fail to attract 
attention. On the other hand, that Tisias was genuinely a 


disciple of Corax is not equally well attested, and it cannot be 
excluded that the idea of a direct relationship is only a 
construction or deduction a posteriori. Nevertheless, it does 
seem that Tisias plays a significant role and in various 
testimonies he is reputed to have been the first author of a 
Techné of discourse (as far as we know, the most ancient Technai 
were likely to have had the title Texvn to Adyou, Techné tou 
Logou, or some such wording, while it appears that the title 
TExVN PNtopLKn, Techné Rhétoriké, is Aristotelian and post- 
Aristotelian). What exactly this is supposed to mean remains 
somewhat unclear. Nevertheless, the times and setting of these 
long-ago roots clearly show that at a certain point in time the art 
of the spoken word and of delivering speeches began to be felt 
to be something useful, or indeed indispensable, in political and 
civic life, something that can be taught and learnt: in other 
words, a techné, an art, a craft in the most elevated sense of the 
concept. 


1.2 The ancient Technai of rhetoric 


In the endeavour to shed light on the relation between an 
embryonic theory and actual oratorical practice as it was 
developing during the period in question, the hypothesis has 
been put forward suggesting that the techné advocated by the 
“masters” in that very ancient phase may have consisted of a 
collection of examples regarded as having the value and 
function of models, rather than constituting a series of 
guidelines or rules to be followed. The abstract formulations 
and the construction of model speeches (in the manner of 
Gorgias’ Encomium of Helen or his Defence of Palamedes, 
mentioned earlier in the chapter on the Sophists: cf. The Classical 
Age IV 1.2) probably served to indicate the procedure to be 
followed in putting together a speech, on the assumption that it 
was to be delivered publicly if and when the occasion genuinely 
arose. 

However, contemporaries of Gorgias such as Antiphon of 
Rhamnus and Thrasymachus of Chalcedon (mentioned above, in 


connection with typically philosophical forms of reflection, cf. 
The Classical Age IV 1.7) carried out rich and varied activity in the 
field of rhetoric. As far as we know, they combined the 
composition of real speeches and fictitious model-speeches 
together with the construction of an independent techné of their 
own. In the next section, we will focus more closely on Antiphon, 
the first author in the Alexandrian canon of orators. The 
available information concerning Thrasymachus, born in 
Chalcedon on the Bosphorus and active in Athens in the second 
half of the fifth century, at the time of the Peloponnesian War, is 
derived from the Platonic dialogue Republic, in which 
Thrasymachus appears as a character, and it would appear that 
there is no reason to cast doubt on these data. In the field of 
rhetoric, Thrasymachus followed the practice of adding a Techné 
to any particularly well prepared discourse: this offered him the 
Opportunity to give a theoretical treatment of various aspects of 
rhythmic and highly elaborated rhetorical prose, which Gorgias 
had restricted himself to showing at work in his fictitious 
discourses. We know that Thrasymachus also addressed the 
issue of Gorgian figures. Thus on the basis of these aspects of 
his work, Thrasymachus, together with Gorgias, appears as the 
most significant master of rhetoric prior to Isocrates. His style, 
which was highly appreciated in antiquity, seems to distance 
itself from Gorgian affectedness and opts in favour of a type of 
sentence construction with several clauses each of which was 
fairly limited in length. 

Basically, it thus appears likely that the most ancient phase 
of the art of rhetoric should not be regarded as consisting 
exclusively in the production of model speeches, regarded as 
written examples from which implicit rules could be derived. In 
other words, the discourses were not regarded merely as a 
moment of total identification between theory and practice. A 
separate form of teaching must have already been in existence, 
and this must have implied that the technai were essentially a 
different product as compared to the orations, although it must 
also be assumed that the deduction of orientations and rules 
from model speeches was a resource that could be practised 


extensively in parallel. In short, it seems more likely that writing 
a Techné and composing a speech were two activities that were 
both carried out in rhetorical practice, but they were by no 
means the same thing. Thus it is perfectly legitimate to assume 
that a series of figures could be seen by Aristotle as a succession 
of “technologues” or “technographers”: according to Aristotle, 
the initiators were followed by Tisias of Syracuse, then by 
Thrasymachus, after whom there came Theodorus of Byzantium 
(a rhetor who lived in the second half of the fifth century). The 
fact that at times the two activities may have coexisted in the 
same person (as in the case of Antiphon and Thrasymachus, and 
unlike Gorgias) in no way prevented their activities and products 
from being distinct entities. 


1.3 Athens and classical oratory 


In the above section we examined the first steps of rhetoric in 
the context of the Sicilian cities that had freed themselves from 
tyranny; a few decades later, the centre of development of this 
activity shifted decisively to Athens. It would appear that Tisias 
also travelled to Athens, but one of the pivotal events was 
certainly the arrival of Gorgias as an ambassador in 427 (the 
inhabitants of Leontini were asking for help against Syracuse), 
followed by his pupil Polus of Acragas. Gorgias’ oratory madea 
great impression on the Athenians and obtained enormous 
success, inspiring considerable interest in studies of rhetoric; he 
himself had numerous disciples among the intellectuals of the 
city. In the following decades, the art of discourse found itself on 
fertile ground and underwent marked expansion; for instance, 
the rhetor and sophist Antiphon, stimulated by his background 
in the teachings of the Sophists, was one among the citizens 
who took an interest in political affairs and felt prompted to 
acquire the resources necessary for effective public speaking. 
Roughly a contemporary of the figures considered so far, living 
approximately between 450 and 380, was Lysias, the son of a 
Syracusan who had moved to the Athens of Pericles; Lysias 
composed not only a great range of orations featuring 


numerous different genres but also a Techné. His life and works 
will be examined in greater depth in the next section. 

With the personality of Lysias the imposing season of fifth 
and fourth century Attic oratory begins to unfurl before our 
eyes, but it should be borne in mind that a considerable chapter 
of this activity remains unknown, deprived of possible survival 
as a result of its very characteristics. The reference here is to the 
great production of oratory that accompanied the evolution of 
Athenian democracy, that of the politicians and ambassadors 
and of numerous prominent personalities such as Solon, 
Themistocles, Pericles and Alcibiades: the speeches inserted by 
Thucydides in his historical narration are a reflection of this 
trend (though in no way can they be regarded as a “record”), 
offering valuable insight into this phenomenon. The form of 
Oratory in question was usually unwritten and thus destined to 
leave no lasting physical trace; however, this does not mean that 
it can be considered as pure improvisation, based only on the 
orator’s natural talent and “ad-libbing.” Rather, it was most 
certainly based on profound knowledge of a techné taught by 
the masters and was therefore the outcome of an education 
that awarded great importance to this aspect, considering it as 
one of the indispensable skills for citizens involved in the daily 
affairs of the polis. 

The great season of oratory during the classical period of 
Athens saw the presence of the ten orators of the canon 
established by the ancient Alexandrian philologist: in addition to 
the above cited Antiphon and Lysias, it included Andocides, 
Isocrates, Lycurgus, Hyperides, Aeschines, Demosthenes, Isaeus 
and Dinarchus, who lived between the end of the fifth century 
and the beginning of the fourth. This was the era that witnessed 
an incredible expansion of public speaking both within the 
institutions and also in the business of political and civic life, in 
the assemblies and the law-courts, as well as in the solemn 
ceremonies. It saw the flourishing of such vibrant deliberative, 
judicial and epideictic oratory as would never be seen again: 
much of this heritage has been lost, but enough remains for us 
to be able to appreciate its quality. 


What seems clear is that by the fifth century, the overall 
picture of the rhetorical genres already included all the 
elements that would later be codified. Aristotle, in Rhetoric (I 
1358a 36 ff.), defines them in the following manner: 


The forms of Rhetoric are three in number, corresponding 
to the three kinds of listeners. For every speech is 
composed of three parts: the speaker, the subject that he 
treats and the person to whom it is addressed, I mean the 
listener, to whom the end of the speech is related. Now the 
listener must necessarily be either a mere spectator or a 
judge, and a judge either of things past or of things to 
come. For instance, a member of the general assembly is a 
judge of things to come; the juror of things past; the 
spectator, of the ability of the speaker. Therefore there are 
necessarily three forms of rhetorical speeches, deliberative 
(cUUBOoUAEUTLKOV), forensic (StKavLKOv) and epideictic 
(ETILSELKTLKOV). 


Two of these genres could boast noble ancestors in archaic 
Greek culture. When in the Iliad (IX 443) the old tutor Phoenix 
reminds Achilles that his task had been to train him so as to 
endow him with great competence both in the use of speech 
and in performing actions, it is clear that the importance of this 
particular aspect of an aristocratic education in archaic Greece 
was already present and codified. In fact, the heroic world of the 
Homeric poems more than once reveals the importance of a 
discourse delivered by a skilled speaker addressing the 
assembly or in smaller gatherings. Again in the Iliad (XVIII 497- 
508), the depiction of the city at peace sculpted by Hephaestus 
on Achilles’ shield shows two men confronting each other over 
questions of money, and presenting their opposing cases in the 
presence of the elders who are fulfilling the function of judges. 
Hesiod, in Works, takes his cue from the quarrel with his brother 
Perses regarding the division of an inheritance, and seizes the 
Opportunity to dwell more than once on the question of judges 
and courts, just or iniquitous sentences, honesty and corruption. 


Thus even in archaic Greek civilisation, it is clear that the art of 
public speaking already played a vital role in addressing an 
organ that was required to make a decision, or in addressing a 
court that was called upon to pronounce a sentence: the public 
statements made in such contexts can be seen as the 
forerunners of the later yévoc cuuBoOUAEUTLKOV (or genus 
deliberativum) and the yévoc Stkavikov (or genus iudiciale), that 
were mentioned earlier. 

The third genre of oratory, the yévoc ETILSELKTLKOV (genos 
epideiktikon, from epideixis, “demonstration”) or genus 
demonstrativum, consisted of the oration for show, delivered 
during public occasions, such as the panhellenic and great city 
festivals, or during official ceremonies, commemorations and 
funeral rites (for instance, the funeral speech for those who had 
fallen in war). On many occasions the oration took the place of 
ancient poetic forms (especially of choral lyric poetry); therefore 
it is the genre that is normally regarded as being closest to 
poetry (especially in the case of an encomium). It is a type of 
oratory that began to enjoy great popularity starting from the 
mid-fifth century, with the Sophists and its teachings. Public 
speaking then developed into a range of forms that could be 
strikingly grandiose, depending on the type of solemnity 
involved, as for instance in the Athenian ceremonies of the 
Classical Age or the great panhellenic festivities and celebrations 
(the most famous epideictic orations that we know are Olympic 
discourses, in other words, speeches that were written and then 
delivered orally on the occasion of the extremely famous 
Olympic festival). 

Closely linked to the amazing importance of eloquence in 
everyday affairs was, understandably and quite logically, the 
increasingly widespread and intense role both of teaching and 
of techné, that is to say, of a form of education that laid great 
emphasis on public speaking and obtaining the desired effect 
through the art of words. A passage from Phaedrus by Plato 
(266b-267b) addresses the issue with vivid irony, enumerating 
the parts of speech identified and distinguished from one 
another by the authors of Technai and Sophistic orations. Plato 


thus offers valuable and unequivocal evidence showing how 
widespread the art of discourse had become and how intensely 
it was studied. Significantly, the “manuals written about the art 
of discourse” that he quotes are precisely those Technai we 
mentioned at the outset of this chapter (he also mentions the 
well-known names of Tisias, Thrasymachus and Theodorus) and 
which now, roughly a century after the time of Tisias and Corax, 
transmitted their precepts in a world “full of speeches,” in which 
eloquence filled and characterised the life of citizens day by day. 


1.4 The Rhetoric to Alexander 


For all these Technai, as stated at the beginning, we have only 
indirect evidence, at least until the time of Aristotle's Rhetoric. A 
possible exception is the so-called Rhetoric to Alexander, 
mentioned at the beginning and which must now be examined 
in slightly greater detail. Owing its name to the false letter of 
dedication by Aristotle to Alexander the Great set at the opening 
of the work, it is indeed a treatise on rhetoric: in fact, it is no 
more and no less than a veritable Techné, in other words a 
handbook for orators, designed to supply the tools to achieve 
the purpose of persuading the men massed in the auditorium. 
It has come down to us among the works of Aristotle, but it 
is most certainly spurious; it has been attributed by many 
scholars (starting from the great humanist Piero Vettori, 1499- 
1585): to Anaximenes of Lampsacus, an orator, rhetoric teacher 
and also one of the Alexander Historians (cf. The Hellenistic Age 
VIII 1.3.3). In any case, its dating to the second half of the fourth 
century does not seem to be challenged, nor do its points of 
contact with Aristotelian doctrine, even though in a rather 
eclectic environment. It was certainly written after 341 (there is a 
mention of a historical event of that year), but unfortunately we 
do not have a precise terminus ante quem, except for the fact 
that part of the work was found on a third century B.C. papyrus. 
If it were to be dated around 340, it would be even earlier than 
the work of Aristotle; others believe it to stem from a later 
period and tend to see it as dependent on the latter. Although it 


has on occasion been regarded as an early work by Aristotle 
himself, the Rhetoric to Alexander is markedly distant from 
Aristotelian rhetoric and remains on a more limited empirical 
plane, namely that of Sophistic teachings. This allows us to state 
that it enriches our knowledge of Sophistic rhetoric by providing 
a concrete example of a systematic manual. 


2 Rhetoric and oratory at the end of the Fifth 
Century B.C. 


2.1 Antiphon of Rhamnus 
2.1.1 Only one Antiphon 


It appears that Didymus Chalcenterus, the scholar of the 
Augustan Age, was the first to distinguish a rhetor Antiphon 
(from Rhamnus) from a Sophist Antiphon, and the theory of the 
two Antiphons has had no lack of followers in modern studies. 
In more recent criticism, however, the opposite tendency 
prevails and there is good reason to believe that in actual fact 
the supposed two Antiphons are one and the same person. 
Antiphon was born around 480 B.C., in the Attic deme of 
Rhamnus; he was an important political figure, an expert in law, 
a Sophist, rhetor and logographer (the latter term should not be 
interpreted in the sense of “a writer of trifling stories,” as the 
historian Thucydides defined the earliest Greek historians, but 
rather as a “speech-writer” who practised his trade for a fee). 
Closely linked to the oligarchic party, in 411 Antiphon took part 
in the government of the Four Hundred: in fact, he is even said 
to have been the mind that inspired the set-up in question, 
according to the important testimony provided by Thucydides 
(VIII 68). When democracy was restored (409), he was accused of 
treason and sentenced to death. During the trial he defended 
himself with an oration, defined by Thucydides (who in one of 
the strands of the transmission was said to be his disciple) as 


“the most marvellous speech ever given”: unfortunately, it is 
lost, except for a tiny remainder stemming from the indirect 
tradition and a papyrus fragment that is attributed, with a high 
degree of probability, to this speech. Antiphon is the first and 
earliest of the ten orators of the Alexandrian canon. 


2.1.2 The orations 


In ancient times, the corpus of speeches attributed to Antiphon 
was composed of 60 orations, 25 of which were considered 
apocryphal. Today, what is left consists of 3 individual judicial 
Orations and the 3 so-called Tetralogies, in addition to a certain 
number of fragments of other works. 

The three surviving judicial orations concern court cases 
dealing with homicides (~ovtkoi Adyot). The discourse 
Prosecution of the Stepmother is pronounced by a young man 
who accuses his stepmother of poisoning her husband. The 
oration On the Chorus Boy is the defence of a choregus who is 
accused of having (involuntarily) caused the death of a chorus- 
member by giving him a potion to drink that was supposed to 
improve his voice; in the text that has come down to us the 
epilogue is missing. As early as in ancient times, it was believed 
that Antiphon’s masterpiece was On the Murder of Herodes, 
which defends a young man against the charge of killing an 
elderly gentleman by the name of Herodes, who had gone 
missing during a sea voyage. The great skill displayed by 
Antiphon both in judicial and deliberative oratory was widely 
recognised in antiquity: for instance Thucydides, in the above 
mentioned passage, drew attention to Antiphon’s amazingly 
skilful arguments, asserting that so gifted was he as a speaker 
that he was the one to whom a person would most definitely 
turn when preparing to face a debate - either in the law-courts 
or in the people’s assembly - and needing to be assured of a 
successful outcome. 

The Tetralogies, clearly exhibiting their Sophistic character, 
present three murder trials, each of which features a speech 


describing the charges, another one presenting the defence, 
and the replies to both: thus the overall group was composed of 
three groups of four orations, hence the name of the collection. 
However, they were not designed to be genuinely delivered: 
rather, their fictitious character suggests they were destined to 
be used for the teaching of rhetoric, since the names and 
indications of places referring to a concrete and specific 
occasion are lacking. As far as judicial practice is concerned, the 
situation is by no means abnormal; from the orations genuinely 
delivered by Antiphon we learn that both the prosecution and 
the defence had the right to reply after the first discourse; this is 
confirmed by other sources. Above all in the first Tetralogy, a 
polemic develops around the type of rhetorical argument based 
on true-to-life situations, tO EiKdc (to eikos, i.e. the basis of the 
evidentiary phase of the judicial process), in reference to the 
Opposition between that which necessarily is versus that which 
is plausible and between everything that is law, tradition, 
customary action of mankind (nomos), as compared to nature 
(physis). The authenticity of the Tetralogies has been questioned 
on account of certain aspects of judicial practice, language (an 
impure Attic, with the presence of Ionian forms) and style (which 
appears somewhat different from the other orations of 
Antiphon). However, these reservations have not been 
considered sufficient: accordingly, at present the prevailing 
hypothesis is rather clearly oriented towards authenticity. To 
explain the differences in language and style, the hypothesis has 
also been put forward that the aforesaid orations should be 
assigned a slightly earlier date than others that have come 
down to us. 

Together with the production of model speeches for 
teaching purposes, it would appear that Antiphon also 
composed a veritable Techné of his own: this is why he is 
normally included, as mentioned earlier, in the series of the 
most ancient authors of Technai on rhetoric. 

We know the titles and a few fragments of some of his 
writings on typically Sophistic subjects: On Concord (Nepi 
Ouovoias), Politicus (NoAttKOc), Interpretation of Dreams (Nepi 


kploews Oveipwv). Papyrus finds have provided us with a little 
more information concerning the work entitled On Truth 
(AAn@eta): the piece that has come down to us touches on the 
subject of utility (GUUpepov) based on the contrast between 
nomos and physis. The contrast between positive law (the law of 
the state) and nature, in other words between nomos and physis, 
is atheme that was dear to Antiphon, and can be found under 
various forms in the Tetralogies as well (for example in relation 
to the laws dictated by religion). 

Antiphon uses the Attic language, though it is less pure in 
the Tetralogies on account of the presence of Ionisms: but 
during the period in question literary Attic still allowed 
considerable freedom of expression. It should, however, be 
taken into consideration that these are among the most ancient 
examples of Attic prose that have come down to us, thus dating 
from a phase in which the influence of Ionian prose could still 
make itself felt. The ancients praised his style, which they 
compared to that of Thucydides, pointing to both authors as 
representatives of the austere style (according to the 
classification of styles that was most widely used in later 
rhetoric). It was a style characterised by sober unruffled 
sentence construction, not given to passionate outbursts 
(except in the proems and epilogues, where orators loved to 
flaunt a hint of pathos), but tending, instead, to a type of 
syntactic construction that lent itself to presenting persuasive 
arguments and engaging in a logical demonstration. 


2.2 Lysias 


The fame of Lysias among the ancients and the moderns is 
predominantly linked to the judicial orations which, with the 
exception of a very few cases, he wrote on behalf of third parties 
(although, as we will see, his oratorical production was by no 
means limited to this context). 


2.2.1 The role of the logographer in Athenian court cases 


In the time of Lysias, logographers performed a highly 
important function in Athens, as this was a city where public 
court cases (ypaal, graphai) and private lawsuits (Sikat, dikai), 
as portrayed through the ironic lens of Aristophanes, created a 
sort of collective “neurosis” triggered by involvement in the 
judicial process. Naturally, however, not everyone was capable 
of producing a convincing harangue that would guarantee the 
successful outcome of a court case. Hence the need for recourse 
to logographers, i.e. “speech writers” who, upon payment of a 
fee, would not only compose the speech but also act as legal 
advisers, as Attic law stated that in court the individual 
defendant was required to deliver the speech in defence or 
accusation personally, i.e. not through the mouthpiece of a 
lawyer. 

The court hearing would begin with the public reading of the 
accusation and the reply by the defence. The floor would then 
be given to the claimant who had made the accusation, after 
which it would be given once more to the defence. If a speech 
was not improvised by a claimant himself, a logographer would 
be assigned the task of writing it out, after which the claimant 
would proceed to learning it by heart so that he could recite it 
orally in court. The typical spoken delivery was set to last for 
about half an hour, the time period being calculated by the use 
of an hourglass. The basic sequence of elements was as follows: 
an exordium, which to some extent aimed to arouse a 
benevolent attitude on the part of the judges, fulfilled the 
function of proposing and defining the wrongdoing in question; 
this section was followed by a reconstruction and narration of the 
facts, after which an argumentation was put forward that was 
designed to support the claimant's position on the basis of the 
laws; finally, the session would close with a recapitulation of the 
facts and arguments that had been presented and a peroration 
in favour of the claim put forward. The logographer’s skill thus 
consisted in condensing into a relatively short speech (shorter 
than the epideictic and deliberative oration) all the elements 
that would be to the client’s advantage: a self-presentation, in 
such a manner that the client would cast himself in the most 


favourable light (the typical move would be to emphasise his 
morally irreprehensible behaviour and his honesty as a citizen), 
a favourable presentation of the facts pertaining to the court 
case, a denigration of his adversary (StaBoAn, diabolé). Clearly, 
one of the greatest challenges for the logographer lay in his 
simulated character-profiling and reproduction of the state of 
mind of the client who would in fact be delivering the oration 
(f8ortotia, éthopoiia, “character reproduction”). Moreover, the 
orator had to succeed in appealing to the emotions of the judge 
himself, so that the latter would be led bit by bit to share the 
speaker's vision of the facts. At the same time, however, it was 
equally vital for the orator also to ensure this came about in an 
absolutely natural way: by means of a cleverly composed and 
skilfully delivered oration, awareness of the artifice was made to 
fade into the background so that the distinction between the 
artifice of the oration composed by an external source versus 
the client’s genuine emotion would no longer be felt. The wave 
of emotion was indeed one of the main factors often used by a 
logographer to sway the judge’s opinion, especially in 
consideration of the fact that the trial had to be carried out and 
concluded within the space of a single day. In this art Lysias was 
a genuine master. 


2.2.2 Life 


Quite a few ancient sources have transmitted information on the 
life of Lysias. In addition to the Lysian oration Against 
Eratosthenes (Oration no. 12) and the surviving fragments of 
Against Hippotherses, from which one can reconstruct the 
dramatic moments of the orator’s life during the dictatorship of 
the Thirty Tyrants, extremely valuable insight can also be 
obtained from the treatise on Lysias by Dionysus of 
Halicarnassus (a rhetor and historian in the Augustan Age), as 
well as from the biography contained in the Lives of the Ten 
Orators by an unknown author, transmitted together with the 
works of Plutarch. Further - albeit more concise - elements can 


be gleaned from the Byzantine patriarch and humanist Photius 
(ninth century) and from the Suda lexicon (tenth century). 
Additional background details can be derived from Republic and 
Phaedrus by Plato and also from the many pieces of evidence 
scattered throughout the works of later rhetors and authors. 

Although the fundamental aspects of his life can be 
reconstructed, the chronology of Lysias has been the object of 
intense debate among critics for over a century, with results that 
are not devoid of margins of doubt. His father Cephalus (a 
figure who appears at the beginning of Plato’s Republic) is 
definitely known to have been from Syracuse, subsequently 
leaving Sicily - possibly upon the request of Pericles - to move to 
Athens. His move is likely to have taken place around 450 B.C., 
and the birth of Lysias probably dates from shortly later. 

Cephalus, a wealthy owner of a successful shield 
manufacturing plant, had guaranteed his children an education 
on a par with that of many of the most important families, even 
though he and they were metics (uétotkot), i.e. foreigners 
resident in Athens. According to Plato (in Republic), Lysias and 
his brother Polemarchus belonged to Socrates’ circle, and we 
know that the orator was a strong supporter of the democrats. 
Lysias is said to have travelled in 430, together with 
Polemarchus, to the panhellenic colony of Thurii in southern 
Italy (on the Calabrian coast of the Gulf of Tarentum), where he 
is thought to have perfected his art of rhetoric by means of 
lessons with none other than Tisias, or so it is said. Possibly as a 
result of the Athenian defeat at Syracuse, in 413, he returned to 
Athens, where he was widely described as a “Sophist.” 
According to a piece of information deriving from Cicero (Brutus 
48), Lysias is thought to have attempted to found a school of 
rhetoric during the years in question, but without achieving 
great success, given the competition from Theodorus of 
Byzantium. 

The years 404-403 are known to have been the most 
dramatic moments of his life. His family, one of the wealthiest 
among the Athenian metics, was persecuted by the Thirty 
Tyrants on account of their democratic leanings; as a result, they 


lost all their assets and wealth. Polemarchus was killed; Lysias 
fled to Megara and supported the democratic cause, providing 
financial assistance for Thrasybulus, the leader of the democrats 
who in 403 deposed the Thirty and restored democracy. After 
the fall of the Thirty, Lysias, who was still a metic, attempted, 
with the support of Thrasybulus, to obtain Athenian citizenship 
and the return of all his financial assets and heritage. But his 
attempt was in vain, because a court case was brought against 
him for illegality; thus definitively deprived of citizenship, Lysias 
lived in Athens as an isotelés (that is to say, “subjected to equal 
taxes,” a term used for foreigners assimilated to citizens as far 
as taxation was concerned). 

Given the difficult financial conditions in which he found 
himself, he had no option but to exploit his ability as a rhetor: he 
thus became a logographer, that is to say - as mentioned earlier 
- awriter of judicial speeches for third parties, charging a fee for 
his service. Although this was a fallback activity, it was also one 
that was to be the source of his fame. The surviving orations 
cover a roughly twenty-year period of Athenian judicial history; 
one of the earliest speeches to which we can effectively assign a 
date is the Against Eratosthenes, probably of 403; one of the 
latest is For Pherenicus on the legacy of Androclides, probably of 
380. Lysias is thought to have died not long after this date, as 
attested by various ancient sources. 


2.2.3 The Corpus Lysiacum 


Lysias’ production was enormous. The ancient tradition 
attributes to him no fewer than 425 speeches, covering the 
entire range of oratorical genres; of this vast production, 233 
were regarded as authentic. 34 orations by Lysias have come 
down to us, some of which may either have been falsely 
attributed or may contain non-authentic parts; additionally, we 
have many fragments transmitted by the indirect tradition and 
by papyri. When and how the reduction and selection of sucha 
vast production took place is unknown; the majority of the 


surviving texts belong to the genre of judicial oratory: this was a 
genre in which Lysias excelled, if one is to believe - as 
mentioned in a statement transmitted by the patriarch Photius 
(Library 262) - that despite the exorbitantly large number of 
speeches he composed, only in two court cases did he fail to 
obtain a positive outcome. 

The fact that an overview of the textual transmission of his 
work shows an overwhelming predominance of judicial orations 
has strongly influenced the assessment of Lysias as a rhetor and 
Sophist. His activity as a logographer in the judicial sphere has 
relegated to the background all the rest of his production, which 
- according to the ancients - included orations also focusing on 
different genres as well: encomia, epitaphs, speeches delivered 
Orally on specific public occasions, letters and a defence of 
Socrates. The ancient testimonies also award Lysias a position of 
excellence as an intellectual and, in parallel, they underline his 
political commitment in favour of the democrats. Plato defined 
Lysias as “the best contemporary writer” (Phaedrus 228a) and 
showed great esteem for his achievements. 

Plato believed him also to be the author of a text bearing the 
title Froticus, on the contents of which he provided some 
information. In accordance with a typically Sophistic approach, a 
paradoxical theory on love was propounded: it is better to lovea 
person who has no love for us rather than someone who 
genuinely loves us. Critical assessments show a tendency to 
consider this paignion (i.e. a literary divertissment) as authentic; it 
is praised by Plato both for the originality of the arguments 
presented and also for the elegance of its style, despite the 
presence of a few repeated concepts (a criticism which was also 
voiced by ancient authors with regard to some of his courtroom 
speeches). Although scholars attribute this activity to a relative 
early part of his life, it is unquestionable that it testifies to the 
extensive range of interests cultivated by this intellectual and his 
prestige in the Athenian culture of his time. 


2.2.4 The judicial orations 


Among the most renowned orations, the On the Murder of 
Eratosthenes (no. 1) is considered by many to be his finest 
achievement. The peasant Euphiletus is taken to court for the 
murder of Eratosthenes of Oae, who was caught red-handed by 
Euphiletus in the very act of committing adultery with the 
latter's wife. If the trial had demonstrated premeditation of the 
crime, Euphiletus could have been sentenced to death. 
Therefore the whole of Euphiletus’ defence, in a speech 
delivered with incomparably skilful narrative and descriptive 
power, is designed to portray not only the defendant's amicable 
character, his trusting nature as well as his totally unsuspecting 
attitude - indeed, he had always regarded his wife as the most 
excellent of all (par. 6) - but also Eratosthenes’ unscrupulous 
and calculating attitude, one who had turned seduction into a 
veritable techné (par. 16). Although Lysias overstates 
Euphiletus’s naiveté of character, one cannot fail to notice his 
clever reconstruction of the facts as well as his ingenious 
utilisation of the laws quoted in support of the arguments for 
the defence of Euphiletus. 

One of the liveliest and most animated speeches is delivered 
by an Athenian, whose name is unknown to us but who appears 
to be wealthy, against a certain Simon (Against Simon, no. 3), 
described as arrogant and violent. The story goes as follows: the 
object of the dispute is one Theodotus, a youngster from 
Plataea; Theodotus is the Athenian’s lover, whom Simon, 
however, claims for himself on the basis of a contract of 300 
drachmas (a negotiation of this kind would have been punished 
by Attic law if it had involved an agreement with an Athenian). 
What had happened was that Simon went so far as to literally 
kick down the door of the Athenian’s house at the dead of night 
and he forced his way into the gynaeceum, terrifying the man’s 
sister and daughters, after which, failing to get hold of 
Theodotus, he organised an abduction that culminated ina 
spectacular fist-fight at Piraeus. The Athenian bases his defence 
on his astonishment at Simon's effrontery and can hardly 
believe the impudence of Simon who, despite being the one 
who actually committed the aggression, had the cheek to take to 


court - as much as four years after the event - an honest and 
reserved citizen such as the Athenian himself. The oration is 
important not only for its remarkable capacity to reproduce the 
kidnapping scene, the characters’ rivalry in love, the hysterical 
gestures of the two lovers and Simon’s hot-blooded character, 
but also for the documentation it offers with regard to some of 
the social and legal aspects of homosexuality in Athens during 
the Classical Age. 

Of indisputable wholly Lysian paternity is the oration against 
one of the Thirty Tyrants, the Against Eratosthenes (no. 12), which 
- as specified in the title - was “declaimed by Lysias in person” 
to obtain the conviction of those who were responsible for the 
death of his brother Polemarchus. Among the speeches we 
possess, this is the most tense and highly dramatic oration, 
devoid of any of the features of irony and sarcasm that are a 
typical aspect of many Lysian characters. The reconstruction of 
the facts is carried out in a sober and fast-paced style, 
illustrating the innumerable despicable misdeeds of the Thirty, 
“abominable delinquents,” portrayed as in a veritable page of 
crime news from the gutter press. Using these means, Lysias 
displayed his rhetorical art and expertise, with purposeful 
simplicity, in order to focus attention on the murder charge 
against his brother's assassin. The Thirty’s persecution of the 
population, their harshly repressive regime and unquenchable 
thirst for money, is presented in a crescendo of horror that 
reaches its dramatic climax in the suffering and harassment 
inflicted by the oligarchic regime on the metics of Athens, 
culminating in the search warrant imposed on Lysias’ home, his 
flight from Athens and the death sentence issued against 
Polemarchus. 


As for Polemarchus, the Thirty sent him their customary 
instruction to drink hemlock, without telling him why he 
was to die. He did not even get a hearing and a chance to 
defend himself (par. 17). 


In an act of veritable profanation, they then exposed his body in 
a filthy hovel, not even allowing a piece of rough cloth to cover 
the corpse. Although the facts date back to 404/3 B.C., the exact 
date on which the trial took place is not known; there is 
uncertainty even with regard to the outcome of the case. It 
cannot be ruled out that Eratosthenes was allowed to go free: 
conceivably, he had the support of a majority of the jurors, or 
Lysias may have paid dearly for his critical position vis-a-vis 
Theramenes, who at that time was a powerful politician. Be that 
as it may, thanks to the oration we can reconstruct the most 
dramatic moments of the government of the Thirty, as well as 
some parts of the life of Lysias and his family. 

Avery different tone is found in the oration On the Refusal of 
a Pension to the Invalid (no. 24). An Athenian citizen defends 
himself against the charge of illegally benefiting from a state 
subsidy he has been granted on the basis of a physical disability, 
the exact nature of which is not specified in the speech. We have 
no information as regards who has brought the charge, or the 
date and outcome of the trial. The most striking feature of the 
Oration is the lively approach of the defence, which focuses on 
making light of the charges levelled by the prosecution. In the 
absence of any reference to concrete facts, the distinctive 
features of the oration arise from the manner in which the 
speech cleverly captures the listeners’ attention while also 
successfully arousing the judges’ reaction against the plaintiff's 
unjustified envy and thereby prompting their fellow feeling and 
sympathy in favour of an aged and frail old man. 

Among the other judicial orations worthy of note, it is of 
interest to mention the three that concerned impiety (do€Beta) 
trials, namely For Callias (no. 5), Against Andocides: For Impiety 
(no. 6, probably spurious) and the Before the Areopagus: Defence 
in the Matter of the Olive-Stump (no. 7). In the latter, the 
defendant, whose name has not come down to us, rejects the 
charge levelled against him by a certain Nicomachus, who has 
accused him of uprooting one of the sacred olive trees in 
Athens. Another interesting historical document, pertaining to 
the years following the government of the Thirty, is Against 


Agoratus (no. 13), in which Agoratus, a spy on the payroll of the 
oligarchic regime, is summoned to court to answer for his 
crimes. The oration Against the Corn-Dealers (no. 22), datable to 
between 387 and 386 B.C., is a precious document for 
reconstruction of the complex procedures involved in Athens’ 
supply of wheat, as the city depended on foreign trade for its 
grain supply. 

We also have a vast assortment of fragments that have been 
transmitted to us by rhetors, lexicographers and scholars of law, 
many of which were often cited in order to illustrate a technical 
term or a rhetorical figure; therefore, they are typically very 
short. Additional information is gained from several papyrus 
scraps, which are not devoid of significance: for instance, there 
is a fragment revealing snippets of the speech Against 
Hippotherses, through which Lysias endeavoured to recover his 
own possessions and inheritance; another bears a title stating 
Against Niceratus, a speech “delivered by Lysias in person.” 


2.2.5 Non-judicial orations 


Although, as we stated at the outset, the tradition has 
unmistakeably awarded priority to the judicial orations, Lysias 
also composed epideictic and deliberative speeches, with regard 
to which we do have a certain amount of information. 

Within the epideictic genre, we have the Funeral Oration for 
the men who supported the Corinthians (no. 2), in which the 
orator, celebrating the Athenians who fell during the War of 
Corinth (in the years 394-386), exalts Athens and its history. 
However, critical assessment wavers between an attribution to 
Lysias himself or, as a possible alternative, to an imitator of the 
orator, inasmuch as the style presents an exaggerated 
accumulation of rhetorical figures of speech, and the overall 
flow of the sentences is less fluid than the most authentically 
Lysian speeches (a further cause for doubt lies in the question of 
whether such an important commemoration would have been 
entrusted to a metic). Additionally, there is a lack of reliable 


references that would establish its exact dating. 

Also belonging to the same oratorical genre is the Olympic 
Oration, a fragment of which has come down to us. The date of 
composition of this panegyric speech is uncertain: delivered 
during a panhellenic celebration (Tavnyuptc, panégyris) at 
Olympia, for Diodorus Siculus, a historian of the first century 
B.C., the oration is from 388, though modern assessment dates 
it to one Olympiad later, namely to 384. The discourse itself, of 
which the /ncipit as well as a short summary has been 
transmitted by Dionysus of Halicarnassus, sought to persuade 
the Greeks into making an attempt to overthrow Dionysius I of 
Syracuse, an enterprise they were urged to undertake by 
launching the hostilities at Olympia itself, with an attack against 
the tyrant’s envoys. 

Among the earliest speeches is also the only one known to 
belong to the deliberative genre: Against the Subversion of the 
Ancestral Constitution of Athens (no. 34), probably dating from 
shortly after the restoration of democracy but prior to Against 
Eratosthenes. Composed for an important Athenian politician 
whose name remains unknown to us, the oration defends and 
glorifies the values of the democratic constitution of Athens, 
thus acting against the intentions of those who sought to 
restrict the number of citizens endowed with the full range of 
rights. 


2.2.6 The style 


There is agreement among the ancients in highlighting the 
simplicity and clarity of the Lysian oratorical style, these features 
being regarded as his strong points. They are clearly perceptible 
in the majority of the orations that have come down to us, in 
which their highly effective narration and great ability in 
delineating the characters (the famous éthopoiia) are the 
product of a style that focuses on essentials, with a lively tone, 
dominated by symmetries. Correspondingly, his range of 
vocabulary is close to the register of everyday language, 


strongly animated, never dull or flat. His economy in the use of 
means of expression stands in marked contrast with the 
figurative style of Gorgias and the harsh hypotaxis of 
Thucydides. 

As pointed out earlier, Plato regarded Lysias as the best 
writer of his time. Dionysius of Halicarnassus asserted, 
justifiably, that Lysias’ style, based as it was on short, clear and 
well-constructed sentences, enabled him to deliver highly 
persuasive speeches without the audience having any 
perception of the ingenious manner in which the speech was 
crafted: “One might apply to Lysias the words with which Homer 
praised Odysseus’ powers of persuasion and his ability to 
fabricate fictions: ‘He spoke many falsehoods and made them 
sound true’.” 

The patriarch Photius admired Lysias not only for the 
harmonic balance among the elements making up his sentences 
and paragraphs and the purity of his style, but also because of 
the skill displayed by Lysias in evoking an emotional response, 
which was an important element in seeking to obtain the 
desired effect when delivering his speeches. 


2.3 Andocides 


Andocides’ oratory sprang directly from the political-juridical 
affairs in which he became personally embroiled: that is to say, 
he wrote speeches that dealt with his own requirements in 
connection with his own needs in the law-court, or when 
addressing the assembly. Thus at least as far as we know, he did 
not practice the profession of logographer nor did he devote 
himself to the teaching of rhetoric. 


2.3.1 Life 


Andocides was born in Athens around 440, into one of the most 
noble families of the city. When he was still at a relatively young 
age, he joined an oligarchic hetaireia, and was thus involved, 


together with his friend Alcibiades, in one of the highly 
sensational scandals of ancient Athens, namely the mutilation of 
the Herms and the profanation of the Eleusinian Mysteries that 
occurred during the summer of 415, shortly before the launch of 
the military expedition to Sicily. It appears that Andocides 
managed to avoid being prosecuted by revealing the names of 
the real culprits (who probably included Alcibiades), but he was 
banned, by a decree, from taking part in religious ceremonies 
and political affairs. He thus decided to leave the city and, by 
setting up a business enterprise on the island of Cyprus, he 
succeeded in accumulating considerable wealth. In 411 he 
attempted a return to Athens, during the oligarchic government 
of the Four Hundred, but its members displayed a hostile 
reaction to his presence: he was thus imprisoned, but upon their 
downfall he was freed, though at this point he returned into 
exile. In 407, when Alcibiades was once more in an influential 
position, Andocides made another attempt to resume life in his 
city, and sought to obtain forgiveness from the Athenians by 
means of the oration On his Return, but this did not lead to the 
desired result. Not until after the end of the Peloponnesian War, 
in 403, was he able to return to his homeland, thanks to the 
general amnesty proclaimed as a result of the intervention of 
Thrasybulus. In 399 he found himself faced with the charge of 
having taken part in the Eleusinian Mysteries despite the ancient 
prohibition imposed upon him: at the trial he delivered the 
oration On the Mysteries in his own defence, and was acquitted. 
Having thus revived his credibility, he continued to take part in 
political affairs. In 391 he formed part of an embassy sent to 
Sparta to negotiate the peace that was intended to bring the so- 
called Corinthian War to a close: however, the conditions 
accepted by the ambassadors did not meet with the approval of 
the Athenians, who therefore rejected them. Andocides 
countered these accusations with his speech On the Peace with 
Sparta, but he was convicted yet again: to avoid capital 
punishment, he went into exile. The date of his death is 
unknown. 


2.3.2 The orations 


All that is left of his production consists of the three orations 
delivered in his own defence, of which we know the exact dates: 
On His Return dated 407, On the Mysteries dated 399, On the Peace 
with Sparta dated 391. Not only are these documents of 
considerable importance on the life and political stance of the 
author, but they are also an intense documentary testimony 
depicting Athenian society during the years in question and on 
the underground and ruthless struggle between parties; 
moreover, they shed light on the events of which Andocides was 
both a participant and a victim. Andocides has also been 
credited with the composition of a fourth oration, Against 
Alcibiades, which today is regarded as the work of a later author. 
In the view of the ancients, Andocides’ language was a valid 
example of Attic dialect during the transition between the fifth 
and the fourth century. His language and style were regarded as 
typical of the average spoken form of the educated upper class: 
his syntax was in the majority of cases fairly free-flowing, the 
structure of his arguments was not excessively ambitious, their 
overall content was often enlivened by anecdotes and 
curiosities. In modern critical appraisal, however, his prose has 
at times not been awarded an enviable evaluation, being 
judged, instead, as naive and “dilettantish.” But in a fairer and 
more realistic assessment, his style is terse, intense yet - above 
all in the descriptive parts - highly expressive; furthermore, it 
refrains from indulging in the convolutions of the most 
hackneyed rhetorical procedures. On the other hand, in no way 
would it be appropriate to describe his style in terms of 
spontaneity and naturalness: rather, it was a register skilfully 
chosen by a well educated man, who had no wish to present 
himself as a highly trained professional practitioner of rhetoric, 
or as one whose experience would allow him to be persuasive 
on awide range of subjects, including those with regard to 
which the orator could claim no individual interest or concern. 
On the contrary, the image Andocides sought to convey was that 
of a person who focuses on defending his own ideas and rights. 


XI Historiography after Thucydides 


1 Xenophon 


1.1 A prolific writer, a politician and military commander 


The total corpus of Xenophon’s production includes Socratic, 
historiographic and biographical writings as well as pamphlets 
on a considerable variety of subjects, testifying to an eclectic 
personality who cultivated a great range of interests and 
displayed a remarkably open-minded approach. His attitude is 
also of interest on account of its overall novelty: for instance, he 
adopted innovative solutions, such as the diary form and the 
autobiography, which would subsequently become veritable 
literary genres in their own right. Furthermore, he is the author 
of the most ancient testimony of writings composed in the 
Classical Age on subjects concerning economic policy (Ways and 
Means). 

The figure of Xenophon thus encompasses a Series of 
features that contribute to rendering his figure particularly 
interesting. Yet it cannot be denied that his image as an 
intellectual and a writer is destined to lose its sparkle when 
assessed - as is inevitable - in comparison with other famous 
names whose achievements quite naturally come to mind. In 
Athens he was a follower of Socrates and left a series of Socratic 
writings focusing on the figure of the philosopher, but in this 
regard he was outshone by the highly influential personality of a 
figure such as Plato. Xenophon devoted himself more 
specifically to historiography and, among other areas of interest, 
he decided to compose a continuation of Thucydides’ historical 
account. Once again, however, his production was 
overshadowed by the awe-inspiring precedent. Xenophon’s 


work thus ended up being regarded as a lesser copy that was no 
match in the inevitable comparison to an over-powering 
predecessor. 

An Athenian by birth or at least by education, Xenophon 
experienced the uncertain and restless phase that ensued from 
the defeat in the Peloponnesian War. His military experiences as 
a mercenary - he can almost be described as having been a 
soldier of fortune - and the idiosyncrasy of his biographical and 
political position with respect to Athens and Sparta, which led 
him to live in both cities (and eventually in Corinth as well), 
reveal that he felt no exclusive allegiance to his own polis. One 
seem to perceive a form of individualism in his attitude, which 
resulted in a loosening of the umbilical cord that would 
otherwise have been imposed by the centripetal force of the 
city. At the same time, his conception of political affairs began to 
be characterised by a preference for a model of the state 
governed by an enlightened monarch, an attitude that suggests 
he was beginning to move towards a Hellenistic outlook 
(Cyropaedia, Hiero). Viewed from this perspective, Xenophon 
even seems ahead of his time, or in some sense appears to 
prefigure developments that would come to the fore more 
clearly at a later date. 


1.2 Life 


The ancient sources do not enable us to establish the precise 
date of Xenophon’s birth, but in all likelihood it should be set 
shortly after 430 B.C. His family, who came from the deme of 
Erchia, an agricultural township some ten miles from Athens, 
belonged to the knight class and enjoyed a prosperous life, 
benefiting from their acquaintance with influential figures. It is 
quite likely that upon the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, 
his father Gryllus transferred the entire family within the walled 
area of the city of Athens in order to avoid the annual invasions 
of enemy troops; thus Athens may indeed have been 
Xenophon’s birthplace. Upon coming of age, Xenophon took 
part in the military operations of the cavalry, conceivably in Asia 


Minor as well; taken prisoner in Boeotia, he regained his 
freedom by paying a ransom. He became acquainted with 
Socrates, for whom he felt a profound admiration, though 
without showing any genuine propensity for philosophy. At the 
end of the war he joined the cavalry of the Thirty Tyrants, the 
oligarchic government that had been set up in Athens after the 
defeat; but when Critias transformed his regime into a 
bloodthirsty rule of terror, Xenophon’s sympathies shifted 
towards the more moderate Theramenes. 

A little later, when in 403 B.C. democracy was restored by 
Thrasybulus (the head of the democrats who had returned from 
exile), those who had served under the Thirty had good reason 
to be wary despite the overall atmosphere of pacification 
between democrats and oligarchs. Socrates and his entourage 
were also eyed with suspicion, and were accused of having 
spawned the worst enemies of democracy. At this point 
Xenophon - accepting the invitation of his Theban friend 
Proxenus - decided to enrol in the army of mercenaries run by 
the viceroy of Persia, Cyrus the Younger (the younger brother of 
King Artaxerxes II, who had come to the throne in 404). Not 
even Socrates’ advice against such a decision succeeded in 
dissuading Xenophon from this decision. Other Athenian 
knights and oligarchs followed the same path, which seemed to 
open the prospect - at least for those who had been ruined by 
the war and had found themselves on the wrong side in the civil 
wars and conflicts - of rebuilding their lives elsewhere and of 
amassing means and wealth appropriate to their social position. 

The reason why Cyrus was taking steps to set up an army 
was supposedly that of preparing to impose obedience on the 
rebels of Pisidia (a region in southern Anatolia). However, Cyrus 
then enlarged his own army by adding some mercenary troops 
composed above all of Greeks, the so-called “Ten Thousand”. At 
this point he also built up a campaign against his elder brother 
Artaxerxes, with the intention of deposing the latter and seizing 
his position at the head of power. The summer of 401 B.C. saw 
the decisive clash with the army of Artaxerxes, on the plain of 
Cunaxa (not far from Babylon). The death of Cyrus, who died of 


the wounds suffered in the battle, as well as the perfidious 
killing of the major Greek leaders, caused havoc and 
consternation among the Ten Thousand. Xenophon was chosen, 
along with others, to lead the long retreat from Mesopotamia all 
the way back to Byzantium, on the Bosphorus. 

At the end of his mercenary adventure, Xenophon stayed a 
little longer in Asia Minor, taking part in a number of Spartan 
campaigns against Persia and engaging in a friendly 
relationship with the Spartan king Agesilaus. Already 
condemned to exile from Athens, he returned to Greece with 
Agesilaus and established his home in Sparta, even going so far 
as to fight alongside the Spartans against the Athenian army in 
the battle of Coronea (394 B.C.). Agesilaus rewarded his friend 
with the gift of a property at a village called Scillus in Elis, where 
Xenophon lived a quiet life for twenty years or so and devoted 
himself to composing the greater part of his writings. But when, 
in 371 B.C., Sparta was defeated by Thebes in the battle of 
Leuctra and lost its hegemony over the Peloponnese, Xenophon 
was obliged to leave Elis and seek refuge in Corinth. 

Even though his condemnation to exile was subsequently 
revoked, it does not appear that Xenophon ever returned to 
Athens. However, he must have been rehabilitated, because two 
of his sons took part, with the status of knights of the Athenian 
army, in the battle of Mantinea (362 B.C.) which brought Theban 
hegemony to an end. His death is presumed to have taken place 
around 355 B.C. 


1.3 The works 


Xenophon left a great range of works, some of which addressed 
historical and biographical themes, while others were more 
strongly linked to the figure of Socrates, his master. Still others 
took the form of short works and treatises dealing with a variety 
of subjects. Serious problems are encountered when 
endeavouring to date his works, due in all probability to the fact 
that the texts were composed in phases and modified at 
different times. Therefore, here they will be listed by type. 


Among the historical studies, one finds a work entitled 
Anabasis of Cyrus, which gives a description of the expedition of 
mercenaries to Asia, composed during Xenophon’s period of 
retirement in Scillus, as well as another bearing the title 
Hellenica. The latter, which can be viewed to all effects as a 
potential continuation of the work of Thucydides, was very 
probably composed over a protracted period of time, up to 362 
B.C. The works entitled Cyropaedia and Agesilaus are of a 
biographical nature and were written when Xenophon had 
already reached an advanced age, after the year 362. 
Controversy surrounds the historical and biographical 
authenticity of his texts focusing on the figure of Socrates, which 
are datable in part (and with considerable uncertainty) to the 
Scillus period: Memorabilia, Oeconomicus, Symposium, Apology of 
Socrates. Serious problems also arise when attempting to date 
the various smaller works that deal with technical, ethical and 
political subjects, such as: On the Art of Horsemanship, The Cavalry 
Commander, On Hunting, Constitution of the Lacedaemonians, 
Hiero. 


1.4 Historiographical and biographical works 


We will begin by focusing on writings characterised by historical 
and biographic content, which can conveniently be treated 
within a single group. 


Hellenica. This is a work in which Xenophon sought to 
provide his own thoughts and observations on the history 
of Greece of his time. He offered an overview, in seven 
books, of the events from 411 to 362 B.C., producing a text 
that acts as an immediate continuation of Thucydides’ 
work, which he then linked to the beginning of his own 
book by means of the simple and clearly stated phrase 
yeta 5é taota... (“After this...”). The absence of a proem 
and the unusually brusque opening highlight Xenophon’s 
intention that the work should be taken specifically as a 
sequel to the composition by the previous author. 


Book I and part of Book II (up to chapter 3, 10) concern the 
last period of the Peloponnesian War, up to its conclusion, 
that is to say, up to the destruction of the walls of Athens 
and the fall of Samos in 404. The narration clearly seeks to 
reproduce Thucydides’ style. The rest of Book II contains 
the story of the regime of the Thirty Tyrants, up to its fall 
and the restoration of democracy in 403. The transition 
from the end of Book II to the beginning of Book IIT is 
characterised by a chronological hiatus of several years 
(403-399 B.C.), but an attempt is made at the end of Book 
II to remedy this gap by “stitching it up” with quick 
allusions to the massacre of the leaders of the oligarchy 
who had been tricked and caught by surprise. In Book III 
the character of the work changes, both with regard to the 
historiographic perspective and also the nature of the style 
and the storytelling technique. In Books III-IV and up to 
the first chapter of Book V, attention focuses on the 
narration of the wars between Sparta and Persia and the 
war of Corinth, up to the King’s Peace in 387/6. The last 
Books (V-VII) concern the Spartan hegemony up to the 
battle of Leuctra (371 B.C.) and the Theban hegemony up 
to the battle of Mantinea (362 B.C.). 


Like the works of Herodotus and Thucydides, Xenophon’s study 
is not devoid of problems concerning its composition: while on 
the one hand there is a strand of interpretation that espouses a 
unitary approach, another line of interpretation holds that the 
work should be split up into two or three main nuclei, arguing 
that there exists significant evidence demonstrating their origin 
from separate and independent redactions. In particular, certain 
points of contact with the style of Thucydides (impersonal 
storytelling, annalistic structure) can be noted in the part that 
extends up to the end of the Peloponnesian War, while in the 
subsequent part the Thucydidean model is gradually 
abandoned, the rigorously chronological account of the 
sequence of events year by year is gradually forsaken and its 
place is taken by the tendency to follow the entire unfolding of a 
given sequence of events. Furthermore, the individuality of the 
narrator and his personal approach begins to make itself felt 


more clearly. To this should be added an increasingly marked 
pro-Spartan tendency, which is manifested above all in the 
omission or downplaying of crucial events that had proved to be 
unfavourable for Sparta, such as the Spartan defeat at Cnidus in 
394, to which Xenophon awards no more than a passing 
reference, or the founding of the second Athenian Naval League 
in 377, which is completely omitted in Xenophon’s account. 

An analysis of the methodological characteristics of the work 
reveals its inferiority as compared to Thucydides’ rigorous 
monographic study. In the analysis of the causes of events, the 
element of the divine puts in an appearance again, reflecting the 
author's specific pietas and religious leanings. From the point of 
view of searching for and obtaining the required information, 
there is an absence of systematic investigation and Xenophon 
not infrequently resorts to casually obtained information. A 
certain degree of attention (as we will see in Anabasis) is 
reserved to the author's personal experiences, which prove to 
be particularly valuable and effective in the description of 
wartime happenings, given that he himself was an eye-witness 
of many such circumstances. 

As we noted earlier in connection with Thucydides (cf. The 
Classical Age IX 3.4), challenging problems are encountered 
when seeking to analyse Xenophon’s relationship with the 
Thucydidean work. Luciano Canfora has put forward the 
hypothesis that Xenophon got his hands on some unpublished 
pieces of Thucydidean work and made use of them, first of all, to 
fill a gap in the initial part of Book V of Thucydides’ work, and 
then to complete, under his own initiative, the narration of the 
Peloponnesian War. This may well have been the origin of the 
first part of the Hel/lenica, but the question is still being debated 
among scholars of classical literature. 


Anabasis of Cyrus. The title Anabasis of Cyrus, that is to say 
“Cyrus’ expedition towards the interior” is suitable only for 
the early chapters of the work (I 1-6), namely, for those 
that cover the period from the march of the Persian 
viceroy’s army up to the battle of Cunaxa (401 B.C.). With 


regard to the remaining parts, they describe the battle 
itself, the situation after the death of Cyrus and the long, 
exhausting retreat of the Greek mercenary troops who 
gradually withdrew from the hostile Persian empire and 
made their way as far as the Black Sea (the “retreat of the 
Ten Thousand”); then the remains of the army are enrolled 
in the service of a Thracian prince, up to the definitive 
reassignment of the survivors (at Pergamum) as members 
of the Spartan army that was present in Asia Minor and 
was waging war on Persia. 


The work combines a range of different characteristics: some of 
its features can be likened to a record of warfare pertaining to 
the period in question, or a travelogue, or even an 
autobiography composed as a defensive apology; furthermore, 
some episodes act as a canvas on which individual portraits 
stand out as the focus of attention (Cyrus, Clearchus, Proxenus), 
displaying characteristics typical of biography. Xenophon’s 
narrative is likely to have been based on the re-writing of notes 
the author jotted down during the actual expedition. It is 
composed in the third person and conveys the impression of 
being an objective and impersonal account, based on day-by- 
day annotations concerning the events that had just taken place. 

His apologetic aim (seeking to justify his actions against 
Athenian criticism over the failure of his expedition and his 
decision that the army should withdraw) is highlighted by the 
fact that the work was published under the pseudonym of 
Themistogenes of Syracuse. This expedient allowed Xenophon 
to underline that his role in the affair had been absolutely 
crucial, but also to gloss over the fact that the overall command 
of the operations had been assigned to Chirisophus of Sparta 
whereas he himself had been given only a role as a participant 
in bringing up the rear (by contrast, Xenophon is practically 
absent in the version of Ephorus, whose description is preserved 
by Diodorus Siculus XIV 19-31 and 37). Therefore, rather than 
being a purely historiographic composition, the Anabasis shades 
into an autobiographical account, thus constituting the first 


specific and complete example we know of this literary genre. 


Cyropaedia. This work (KUpou tratdeta, “Education of 
Cyrus") is the story of the education of Cyrus the Great 
(559-529 B.C.), the founder of the Persian empire. 
Xenophon, who composed this work when he was already 
at an advanced age, aimed to summarise and gather 
together his ideas on the education and the overall 
manner of action of a general and statesman, distilling in 
his pages the essence of his lifelong experiences and 
personal contacts. 


Book I is devoted to Cyrus’ boyhood, emphasising that 
even at a young age he displayed excellent physical and 
moral attributes such as modesty and an amiable 
disposition, and that he received an education which was 
in accordance with the laws of Persia (1-4). Attained the 
age of majority, the young man was entrusted with 
important military responsibilities; Cambyses addressed a 
long and detailed pedagogical speech to him, detailing the 
ethical and practical duties that it behoved a commander 
to observe with regard both to religion and the army. Book 
II has a description of Cyrus’ first military experiences, 
under the guidance of Cyaxares, with particular attention 
to the appropriate manner of behaving in the 
encampment and in relations with the troops. Also 
mentioned is the beginning of an expedition against 
Armenia, which had rebelled against Persia. Book III 
continues the depiction of the military successes (victory 
over the king of Armenia, expedition into Chaldaea and the 
first clash with the Assyrian troops) achieved by Cyrus, who 
distinguished himself by his leniency towards the 
defeated, his respectful attitude towards religion and his 
skilful tactics. Books IV-VI are entirely devoted to the 
continuation of the war against the Assyrians, up to 
Babylonia, with the detailed account of Cyrus’ military 
stance and his attitude towards his allies and enemies. 
Book VII has a description of the leader’s great successes: 
after conquering Lydia, Phrygia, Cappadocia and Arabia, a 
siege was mounted against Babylonia itself, and the city 
was laid waste. Book VIII offers a description of how Cyrus 


organises the immense expanses of land he has 
conquered: his procedures involve such features as the 
institution of the satrapies and the creation of special 
organs for control of the provinces and the postal system. 
Special attention is devoted to the king’s public and private 
life, with the aim of inspiring faitfhfulness and loyal 
concord, and thereby also guaranteeing great popularity. 
Warned, in a dream, of his impending death, the king 
prepares to depart from life and gives a speech to his 
offspring and friends. 


The choice of a character such as Cyrus the Great corresponds 
to his awareness that the founder of the Persian empire was a 
figure who already enjoyed the admiration and attention of the 
Greeks, who saw him as a model of a sovereign and guide of his 
people. Thus the author’s intention was, first and foremost, 
ethical and pedagogical: this work by Xenophon presents us 
with an exemplary biography that displays a model lifestyle. 
Attention also focuses on such aspects as the training of 
recruits, the organisation of the military and the army, as well as 
military tactics. Thus the overall pedagogical perspective adopts 
a practical approach, corresponding to a specific tendency of 
Xenophon, which can be perceived in the ethical and technical 
treatises that have come down to us, and which also aroused 
the interest of later generations, over a prolonged stretch of 
time. For instance, during the final century of the Roman 
republic, it would appear that the Cyropaedia formed part of the 
educational background of aspiring statesmen. 


Agesilaus. This biographical-encomiastic essay, which may 
perhaps be dated entirely after the death of Agesilaus 
(360/59 B.C., though it has sometimes been mooted that 
the work may have been composed in separate stages), 
expresses the relationship of friendship and admiration 
between the historian and the Spartan king, which arose 
during their military experience in Asia. The words in 
praise of Agesilaus, who is described as a perfect man, the 
offspring of the royal line of the most illustrious city in 


Greece, one who came to the throne by virtue of his line of 
descent and his own personal merits, are introduced by an 
overview of his achievements that pays honour to his 
military glories: from the war in Asia against the Persians 
up to his return to his homeland, in deferential obedience 
to the order of the ephors; up to the battle of Coronea 
(394); even the Spartan defeat of Leuctra in the clash 
against the Thebans (371) is intepreted in a light that is 
favourable to the king, who is still seen as the saviour of 
his city. There follows a description of Agesilaus’ moral 
virtues: pietas, justice, capacity to withstand exhausting 
fatigue and deprivations, moderation, temperance, 
courage and skill as a soldier and commander, love for his 
homeland and for Greece, hatred of the Persians, affability, 
nobility of soul. These virtues induce the writer to compose 
not so much a funeral dirge as, rather, an encomium. 


In addition to the usual problems of chronology and 
composition, the work also raises a serious question concerning 
not only the public to whom it was addressed, but also its 
function. It is precisely the final section that prompts the 
suggestion that it should perhaps be viewed not so much as a 
funeral speech designed to commemorate the illustrious 
deceased person, but rather as a veritable prose encomium, in 
the manner of the Evagoras by the orator Isocrates (365 B.C.). 


1.5 Xenophon’s Socratic works 


His meeting with Socrates made a lasting impression on the 
young Xenophon, who in some of his writings left an image of 
the master, which, however, has been recognised by critical 
assessments as a literary creation of limited documentary 
reliability. The works in question portray Socrates mainly as a 
wise man with deeply felt moral values, though generally 
without displaying the intellectual depth that would later 
emerge, as we will see, in the Platonic dialogues. In fact, these 
works by Xenophon offer useful evidence on Socratism, above 
all insofar as they show how the teachings of Socrates 


influenced young minds which in actual fact did not truly acquire 
an in-depth understanding of Socratic thought. Xenophon 
himself had no significant relations either with Plato himself or 
with the closest followers of Socrates who developed their 
master’s thoughts. 

Memorabilia. This is the title used to translate the Greek term 
Attouvnyoveuuata (apomnémoneumata), i.e. “Memoires,” 
rendered in Latin as Memorabilia. It owes its name to the fact 
that it gathers together a number of episodes and dialogues 
that feature Socrates as the main protagonist, which Xenophon 
claims to have witnessed personally. As a result of this assertion, 
considerable credit was awarded to the material in question, 
inasmuch as it became regarded as a reliable historical- 
biographical source, specifically because it was held to be less 
“interpretive” than the account given by Plato. In actual fact, 
serious doubts have been voiced concerning the authenticity of 
Xenophon’s account; some of the dialogues give the impression 
of being completely implausible and more than one case can be 
cited with regard to which there is considerable evidence 
suggesting that the author attributed to Socrates experiences 
totally unrelated to the philosopher. Thus the question arises of 
seeking to identify the sources that were used. That Xenophon 
was indeed present at some of the discussion sessions he 
mentions is indeed probable or at least possible. It cannot be 
ruled out (although it appears rather unlikely) that Xenophon 
consulted various documentary sources pertaining to the life of 
Socrates and then re-worked notes jotted down earlier in life; 
other analysts suggest that he drew on Socratic works which 
were published in great quantities after the philosopher's death. 
It is felt that the work may have constituted a sort of response to 
the (lost) Accusation against Socrates composed by the Sophist 
Polycrates of Athens in 393. 

Xenophon probably began to compose the Memorabilia a 
quarter of a century after the death of Socrates, working at the 
draft for anumber of years and also incorporating ideas that did 
not originate from the master. The work also features a number 
of phrases that seem to echo passages from Plato. In some 


instances the analogies are attributable only to the 
circumstance of their common disciplehood based on the 
teachings of the same master; other cases would seem to 
presuppose that Xenophon had in mind the writings of Plato, 
while on yet other occasions there appear to be passages in 
Xenophon’s work that are composed in open opposition to the 
Platonic views. A hint of a polemical attitude towards Plato has 
been seen in the fact that the two figures to whom Socrates 
gives advice on political matters, Charmides and Glaucon, are 
both relatives of Plato’s (the former was killed fighting for the 
Thirty in 403). The figure of Socrates has only a superficial 
resemblance to that which we find in Plato: Xenophon lacks 
Plato's skill in characterising the individual personalities of a 
group of figures through the representation of a dialogue. 
Xenophon’s rendering consists mainly in brief discussions 
between Socrates and an interlocutor, with the aim of reaching 
a decision on a given point: this gives rise to an image of a 
philosopher full of common sense, practical wisdom and 
relatively scant interest in the abstract nature of justice or the 
real truth. 

The Memorabilia provide evidence that when Xenophon was 
about twenty years old he was acquainted with quite a number 
of political and military leaders of Athens, and that he was 
making preparations to become one of their group. In any case, 
much of what can be read in the Memorabilia does not appear to 
be a faithful chronicle of youthful experiences, but rather a 
conventional and literary representation a posteriori, which 
fulfils the aim of conveying the author’s impressions and 
Opinions. 

Oeconomicus. The date of composition of this work is 
unknown: there may conceivably have been a first edition (in the 
380s?) and a revision towards the end of Xenophon’s life. The 
text gives the impression of being an unfinished work, or lacking 
a final revision, partly on account of noticeable structural 
defects, and partly because of a few references to forthcoming 
issues which then fail to be addressed. Another indication of the 
lack of stylistic revision is the excessive use of forms of the verb 


to say, whereas Plato had explicitly recommended (in Theaetetus) 
that the dialogue should be laid out in exactly the form in which 
it had been uttered, avoiding awkward preliminary formulas to 
introduce the individual conversational turns of each partcipant. 

The work is characterised by a noticeable distinction 
between two parts - an initial section, which seems to act as a 
frame, and a second piece, not well integrated with the earlier 
segment. In the first part (1-6, beginning in medias res) 
Xenophon describes a conversation between Socrates and 
Critobulus on the art of administrating one’s home: after giving 
a correct definition of “assets” (which are the goods that can be 
used to accrue an advantage, not merely the objects actually in 
one’s possession), attention also turns to a specification of the 
actions to be undertaken in order to increase the household's 
movable goods. Also mentioned is the need for careful attention 
to the individual aspects of administration of one’s household. 
Finally, the question arises of determining which is the finest 
and most advantageous art: the prize goes to war-making and 
agriculture, in accordance with the conception also endorsed by 
the king of Persia. The second part (7-21) reproduces a dialogue 
between Socrates and the wealthy landowner Ischomachus. 
There ensues a lengthy discussion on the pivotal role played by 
household life: a woman's function is to be the administrator of 
the house, and specifically to be the keeper of whatever her 
husband brings into the home; the man’s task is to venerate the 
gods and to ensure that he remains physically fit, so that at all 
times he is fully able to maintain active control over all the works 
and is always ready to fulfil military commitments. The farmer 
must possess the same qualities as a wife and a housekeeper: in 
particular, it is important for him to have been personally 
trained by his lord and to have learned to appreciate and take 
great care of the things belonging to the house. In the final part, 
Socrates asks Ischomachus to teach him the art of agriculture; 
Ischomachus replies that it is important to be aware of the 
potential of each type of land, in order to exploit it most 
efficiently; he then goes on to describe the different agricultural 
activities: sowing, harvesting, planting. 


If one disregards the defects arising from the lack of a final 
revision, the work is not devoid of significance because it 
testifies to an interest in economic and social activity, although 
here this aspect is still restricted to the traditional environment 
of family affairs (in contrast, Ways and Means, to be discussed 
shortly below, is of greater significance in this respect), as it 
contains a wealth of otherwise unknown information on the 
customs and practices of Athenian society, as is also the case 
with the economic aspects. Particular value attaches to the 
section concerning the role of women, which delineates a model 
of a wife who plays a role in the management of the family 
finances, thereby interacting with her husband. 

Symposium. This work is thought to have been inspired by 
the banquet organised by the wealthy Callias to celebrate the 
victory of his beloved Autolycus in the pancration sports 
competition, at the Great Panathenaic Games of that year (421 
B.C.). However, the fact that Xenophon would have been less 
than ten years old at that time and that the text was drawn up 
many years later and, moreoever, that he took no concrete part 
in the discussion casts considerable doubt on the truthfulness of 
his assertion. This is one of the cases that undermines the 
reliability of the information concerning Socrates as provided by 
Xenophon, who claims to have described his master enjoying a 
moment of relaxation in a festive atmosphere (and thus perhaps 
with the intention of correcting the austere setting of Plato's 
Symposium). A number of historic characters take part in the 
banquet: in addition to Callias and Autolycus, the participants 
include Antisthenes (a disciple of Gorgias and of Socrates, the 
thinker who inspired the Cynic school: cf. The Classical Age IV 
2.2.2), Niceratus (son of the Athenian politician and general 
Nicias), Critobulus (son of Crito, a faithful disciple of Socrates), 
Hermogenes (brother of Callias) and Charmides (uncle of Plato). 

Apology of Socrates. Composed most likely in the 390s or 
380s B.C., Xenophon’s Apology appears to postdate that of Plato. 
It consists of the speech delivered by Socrates in the law-court, 
but it gives a moralising portrayal of the figure, which raises the 
suspicion that it may not be a faithful rendering of the actual 


speech. Actually doubts as to its authenticity have been mooted. 
In seeking to describe Socrates’ attitude in the speech delivered 
before the judges, Xenophon sought to draw attention to a 
detail neglected by other authors who had addressed the same 
topic: the philosopher believed that at this point death was 
preferable for him than life, and this was the sole motive 
underlying his behaviour, which otherwise would appear insane. 
In the exchange of conversation with his disciple Hermogenes, 
Socrates argues that his exemplary life is his best defence: he 
had lived the most beautiful of lives in the god’s service and 
now, thanks to death, he can avoid the decadence and suffering 
of old age; he then also defends his role as an educator. The text 
ends with a description and praise of the behaviour of Socrates 
after the trial. 

While in Plato’s Apology Socrates faces death serenely, fully 
trusting in a life after death, in Xenophon’s account nothing of 
the kind can be found: here Socrates appears as a fairly 
mediocre figure, in the sense that his behaviour is founded on 
the fact that the arrival of death, crowning a beautiful and 
exemplary life, will enable him to avoid the problems of old age 
(it cannot be ruled out that Socrates himself may have broached 
this very topic, which is a topos in Greek poetry as well, though 
Plato makes no reference to this). 


1.6 The technical, ethical and political pamphlets 


Xenophon’s polygraphic vocation is further - and indeed above 
all - addressed in terms of the variety of themes he examines in 
a series of brief works that are devoted to clearly delineated 
topics and precise questions. Since they cannot be precisely 
dated, they are presented here in an order that is in no way 
based on chronological criteria. 

The Cavalry Commander (‘Inttapxtkdc). For reasons internal to 
the work itself (the attitude towards Athens and the theory put 
forward in this context), it is generally felt that The Cavalry 
Commander should be dated to around 357 B.C. The Athenian 
cavalry had been reorganised by Pericles, before the 


Peloponnesian War broke out, in such a manner that each of the 
ten tribes supplied a squadron of one hundred horsemen under 
the guidance of a phylarch; two hipparchs (i.e. cavalry 
commanders), elected for a year, re-electable subject to a 
review, each commanded five squadrons, but during wartime 
they were placed under the supreme command of the stratégoi. 
In his pamphlet Xenophon addresses his fellow citizens, giving 
instructions both to those who were fulfilling the function of 
hipparch and also to the younger generations who aspired to 
rise to such a position. Here, Xenophon’s main source was 
undoubtedly the experience he himself had acquired during his 
own life. The retreat of the Ten Thousand had been more 
difficult due to the absence of a cavalry, but Xenophon had 
succeeded in organising a small squadron, which proved to be 
vital for the safety of the contingent. In fact, it was precisely on 
the basis of Xenophon’s crucial advice that Agesilaus, who was 
in Asia, equipped himself with the indispensable cavalry he 
previously had lacked. 

Religious sentiment, a characteristic that emerges 
throughout all Xenophon’s works, blends with love for his 
homeland in The Cavalry Commander. The hipparch must seek 
the protection of the gods in order to safeguard his own city, 
and one of the suitable means to achieve this end is to ensure 
that the cavalry create a grandiose show when put on parade in 
the context of religious celebrations. Another salient feature is 
the marked sense of order and discipline that must govern every 
aspect of equestrian life; discipline can be obtained when the 
trainee is stimulated by emulation and the head of the 
organisation is a model of valour and virtue. In this context one 
cannot disregard an implicit reference to the situation of the 
time, with an appeal to the citizens to set up an efficient cavalry 
corps (in lieu of the current badly trained and undisciplined 
body); an efficient corps should be governed by a well trained 
hipparch, so that the citizens will no longer be obliged to rely 
exclusively on the protection afforded by the city walls. Sparta 
provides the example of a corps of mercenary foreign 
horsemen, to whom the metics could be added. 


On the Art of Horsemanship (Nepi immtkfjc). Possibly dating 
from a period close to the end of the author's life, this pamphlet 
has a didactic approach, addressed not to professional figures 
but rather to more general enthusiasts; accordingly, it 
constitutes a precious historical document on horse-riding at 
the time of Xenophon. Despite a few errors and imprecise 
statements, the treatise supplies excellent practical advice 
concerning the choice, upkeep and training of the animal. 
Particularly striking is the very interesting section devoted to 
analysis of the “feelings” of the horse. An example of the 
pragmatic character of the short work also comes partly from 
the issues addressed in the central chapters (4-8); taken 
together, these chapters give an overall description of horse 
training and the establishment of a profound symbiosis 
between the animal and its rider. 


A summary of the contents. Accomodation of the horse on 
the property of its new owner: the stables and how to look 
after the horse, the feeding regime, the techniques to 
strengthen its hooves. The groom: the skills and 
knowledge he must possess. Precautions to be taken in 
using the curry comb, how to lead a horse by hand, how to 
position the bit correctly; how to help the owner to climb 
onto the saddle; one should avoid any signs of anger and 
should act gently if the horse shows signs of fear. The 
proper behaviour of a rider: how to climb onto the horse’s 
back, the proper position astride the horse, the horse’s 
gait: walking, trotting, galloping; a description of the 
various movements and advice on those that are most 
appropriate, while constantly keeping in mind their 
usefulness in a battle context; where to dismount from the 
horse. The rider and the horse must become accustomed 
to racing at top speed uphill and downhill, or sideways, or 
performing long jumps and so forth. If the land is suitable, 
hunting can be a good exercise. Exercises on how to use 
the horse for purposes of warfare. Precepts concerning 
how the horse should be taught: rewards and 
punishments. 


The precision and overall dry and curt tone of the technical 
treatise is at times accompanied by a few capricious elements in 
the composition of the text, such as going back over the same 
topic again, unexpected parenthetical insertions, digressions 
and obscurities. There is a lack of an overall plan and an effort to 
organise the discourse around main lines of analysis: one 
perceives a succession of partial levels of composition, as if the 
author were realising only step by step, whenever he reached a 
given point, which direction he would opt to follow. 

On Hunting (Kuvnynttkoc). This work shows several points of 
contact with Isocrates’ work Against the Sophists, which is dated 
to roughly 390, suggesting that this pamphlet may have been 
composed in the same period. However, alternative views have 
hypothesised that it may have been composed during 
Xenophon’s early years, and could thus even be dated earlier 
than the expedition to Asia (401-400). 

In thirteen chapters, Xenophon describes his knowledge on 
the subject of hunting with dogs, beginning from the mythic 
tradition: Artemis, Apollo and the hunting heroes, among whom 
the centaur Chiron stands out as a model of the perfect 
educator. Xenophon then describes various types of dogs, listing 
their defects and qualities with regard to their bodily shape, 
behaviour and mode of hunting; he also provides instructions 
concerning the manner of training the dogs and how to conduct 
hunting expeditions in a wide range of circumstances. 
Xenophon gives no description of the great hunting expeditions 
on horseback he had seen on the vast Asian estates, outlining 
only the type of hunting on foot that could be undertaken in 
Greece, especially in Laconia. The author’s careful rendering of a 
specific concrete reality gives the modern reader a striking view 
of the landscape in which the hunting took place, Laconia and 
Elis. As in his other pamphlets, Xenophon communicates his 
experiences and sensations in a direct manner, giving a sense of 
immediacy of the events, but without losing sight of the concept 
of utility. Athens would be completely absent from the treatise, 
were it not for a few polemical and indirect references. 

Above and beyond the practical teachings, it is worth taking 


note of the pedagogical value Xenophon attributes to hunting, 
inasmuch as he regards it as a means to acquire human, civic 
and military virtues. Such a conception was founded ona 
traditional and aristocratic view of education, in marked 
Opposition to the Sophistic art of the time, which in his view 
relied exclusively on intellectual acrobatics, paying no attention 
at all to a quest for the truth, or for that which is right and just: 
the Sophists, he argued, operated by means of deception and 
illusion, with the aim of achieving financial gain for those who 
practised it. 

Constitution of the Lacedaemonians (AakeSatyoviwv 
TtoAtteta). Analogously to others we have examined, this 
pamphlet raises quite a few problems: the scantiness and 
imprecise nature of the information concerning the organisation 
of the Spartan army have, on occasion, even led to questioning 
whether Xenophon, with his in-depth knowledge of Sparta, was 
the real author of this work. In the medieval manuscripts it is 
accompanied by a Constitution of the Athenians (A@nvaiwv 
TtoAtteta), which is most certainly pseudo-Xenophontian and will 
be discussed in further detail at the end of the chapter. 

Politeia (NoAtteta, “constitution”) is a “title,” a noun, used in 
Greek culture for two different types of work: it may be a 
treatise on the theory of the state, presenting the author’s ideas 
on the form of the constitution and also of the state as a political 
organisation (such as Plato’s Politeia, usually translated as 
Republic: similar works were also written by other philosophers), 
or it may refer to works of a historical and institutional nature. 
In the latter case, the content generally focuses on a historical 
and institutional description of the forms of government and the 
institutions of a state, often accompanied by a historical 
overview of their political evolution. Furthermore, the noun 
Politeia is normally accompanied by the definition of the people 
or state to which reference is being made (a famous case is that 
of the AOnvaiwv ttoAtteia, the Athenian Constitution, by 
Aristotle). The Constitution of the Lacedaemonians attributed to 
Xenophon belongs to the latter type. 


It is a work consisting of fifteen chapters, which lavishes 
praise on Spartan institutions and customs; particular 
emphasis is placed on the constitution attributed to the 
mythic law-maker Lycurgus, who is credited with setting 
up the entire Spartan legal system. The originality of the 
system is strongly underlined and is contrasted to type of 
organisation established elsewhere in Greece, highlighting 
that in Sparta measures are undertaken to assure the 
following: healthy and robust offspring (1), the proper 
education of children (with an appendix on paideutic love) 
(2), the schooling of adolescents (3) and also the training 
of the younger generations who were prompted to pursue 
virtue and excellence by the creation of a strongly 
competitive spirit (4). Furthermore, a series of rules were 
established in Sparta to regulate the life of Spartan 
citizens, which Xenophon outlines as follows: communal 
meals in a refectory, where there is little scope for 
indulging in food to excess and which, by virtue of the 
mixed age community, ensured that the younger 
generations would benefit extensively by learning from the 
older and more mature members of the community; 
obligatory physical exercise to ensure the development of 
healthy and robust bodies (5), the common authority of all 
fathers with regard to all children, the sharing of slaves, 
hunting dogs, means of transport and supplies set aside 
for use in longer hunting expeditions (6), the prohibition 
against either the exercise of money-making activities or 
possession of gold and silver, and the establishment of a 
monetary system with coins so cumbersome as to prevent 
any possibility of hoarding or secret accumulation (7), the 
imposition of absolute obedience to the magistrates and 
laws which - in order to ensure they could never be 
challenged - the lawmakers had been careful to present as 
approved by Apollo (8), the praise of bravery and courage 
with ensuing fierce scorn for cowards (9), the institution of 
the gerousia which prompts the exercise of virtue even in 
old age, in such a manner that the exercise of virtue 
becomes a constant and paramount duty of all the Equals 
(10). After a polemical reference to the fact that the 
Lycurgan laws of hallowed antiquity are much appreciated, 
yet almost completely disregarded by the Greeks, 


attention turns to the Spartan military system, with an 
overview of the enrolment system based on age classes, 
military clothing, the cadres of the army, the formations 
and manoeuvres they perform with great skill (11), the 
encampments and rules that regulate soldiers’ lives during 
military expeditions (12), as well as the duties and power 
of kings during military expeditions (13). There follows a 
chapter that expresses strong criticism of the 
Lacedaemonians, guilty of no longer following the rules 
set up by Lycurgus, but allowing themselves, instead, to be 
led by the thirst for power and money. As a result, in the 
eyes of the other Greeks they no longer give the 
impression of acting as an impregnable bulwark that 
guarantees protection against the overweening power of 
other populations, but rather, the Lacedaemonians appear 
as despotic overlords against whom other populations 
must build up coalitions in order to oust them from their 
dominant position (14). Finally, mention is made of the 
pact set up by Lycurgus between the king and the city, 
namely the functions of the king in the Spartan legal 
system, and the funeral procedures for kings (15). 


Clearly, the work constitutes a valuable testimony of Xenophon’s 
pro-Laconianism and his admiration for Sparta. Precisely for this 
reason, chapter 14 is highly problematic and has often been 
regarded as a later addition, added by the author after he had 
become disillusioned by the behaviour of Sparta: the chapter 
may have been appended, in the text tradition, between two 
chapters that deal with royal prerogatives during peacetime and 
when at war. 

Ways and Means (Nopot). This is one of the few documents 
allowing insight into the specifically financial aspect of a state in 
antiquity; it is also the most ancient known text on political 
economy dating from classical culture. The pamphlet, which 
addresses the theme of the financial revenues of the Athenian 
State, provides an explanation of how the state’s finances can 
be restored to good health without any need for the allied cities 
to be encumbered with heavy taxation. The idea is that of 
ensuring the most profitable utilisation of the resources Athens 


already possesses, above all the precious metal mines. There 
clearly emerges an interest in economic affairs, which in 
Oeconomicus seemed to be limited to the restricted and 
traditional environment of the family, whereas here the gaze 
extends considerably further afield, encompassing the overall 
organisation of the state. 

Hieron. In this imaginary dialogue, the poet Simonides 
engages in a discussion with the tyrant Hieron I of Syracuse 
concerning the nature and life of a tyrant and the advantages 
and disadvantages of tyranny. The work reflects an ancient 
tradition that was typically addressed in the novella, where it 
focused on relations between these two characters, namely the 
poet and the tyrant. It can be seen as belonging to the type of 
literary work designed to give recommendations to governing 
figures by delineating the ideal figure of a sovereign or a 
political leader. The first basic questions concern which figure is 
likely to be happier - a private citizen or a tyrant - and howa 
despot can earn the sincere approval of his people. The debate 
leads to the conclusion that a tyrant can be happy only if he is 
inspired by justice and wisdom and if, by adopting a wise and 
careful lifestyle, he also sets himself the aim of pursuing the 
well-being of his people. This is a solution that expresses the 
idea of a form of enlightened despotism. 


1.7 Language and style 


Although Xenophon can be regarded as one of the more-or-less 
canonical representatives of Attic prose on the road that leads to 
the Hellenistic koiné, his language and style differ noticeably 
from one work to another. Overall, it can be observed that the 
diction of Hellenica and Memorabilia is more Attic than is the 
case in Cyropaedia and Anabasis, while the language of his minor 
works seems to bear greater similarity to the latter two. 
Furthermore, the Doricisms attributed to Doric characters show 
that Xenophon was not averse to enhancing the characterisation 
of his figures by endowing them with touches of local colour in 
the form of dialect expressions. In a few cases (for instance in 


Agesilaus) it should also be borne in mind that Xenophon was 
probably addressing a Spartan public. 

Certain features of Xenophon’s language foreshadow 
evolutions that would undergo further development in the 
literary production of the Hellenistic Age. He has been defined 
as the first representative of a specifically literary koiné, in other 
words, of a literary language which, starting from an Attic base, 
began to undergo further development by incorporating 
characteristics from a number of different Greek dialects and 
gradually becaming the language of literary production used by 
educated members of Greek society. The process that led 
Xenophon to the formation of a mixed language is analogous to 
the one that subsequently lead to the rise of a full-blown literary 
koiné in various parts of the Hellenistic Greek world. 

Xenophon displayed little attention to perfecting the form or 
style of his production. It is quite likely that his prose was hardly 
different from his actual manner of speech. His prolonged 
absence from Athens and his particular variety of dialect 
undoubtedly contributed to reducing perception of differences 
between the common spoken form and a poetic expression; 
consequently, in his prose compositions, he inadvertently ended 
up by using certain forms which in Attic dialect belonged 
exclusively to poetic language. 


1.8 The Pseudo-Xenophontic Constitution of the Athenians: 
the “Old Oligarch” 


Strictly speaking the Constitution of the Athenians is not a 
historiographical work, but rather a political pamphlet that was 
very likely designed for purposes of propaganda. It will be 
discussed here because it has come down to us among the 
works of Xenophon, though neither by virtue of its style nor its 
content can it be truly attributed to him. 

The theory put forward in the small treatise is that the 
general population - held to be guilty of a whole series of 
defects (carelessness, ignorance, disorderliness and so forth) is 
incapable of ensuring good government: the people can do little 


more than act individually, each man engaging in pursuit of his 
own good. The title of the treatise derives from its opening 
words: “Mepi &€ tis AOnvaiwv moAttelac...” (“With regard to the 
constitution of the Athenians...”), but it differs from the 
Aristotelian work that bears the same name (in particular, it 
lacks both the history of the city and the presentation of 
constitutional law). Furthermore, it cannot be compared to 
Xenophon’s Constitution of the Lacedaemonians, where history is 
blurred and intermingled with utopian tendencies. Rather, the 
Constitution of the Athenians can be seen as signalling the 
assertion of an ideological-political position: it can thus more 
properly be regarded as a pamphlet, which presents an analysis 
of the underlying mechanisms of the political practice of 
Athenian democracy, the structures of which are not described 
but, rather, presupposed. Accordingly, the Constitution of the 
Athenians has been defined in various ways: sometimes as a 
private memorandum - by virtue of its direct and confidential 
tone - sometimes as a letter, sometimes as a Sophistic literary 
exercise devoid of any genuine aim to make a proposal. 
Numerous attempts have been made, both in earlier times 
and in the present era, to identify the author of the Constitution 
of the Athenians, whose political position is rigorously oligarchic. 
Adducing reasons based both on style and content, such names 
as Antiphon of Rhamnus or Alcibiades have been put forward, 
even Thucydides, or (perhaps more plausibly) that of Critias, an 
authoritative member of the group of Thirty Tyrants, who was 
quite close to the Sophistic culture and died in 403 during the 
clash with Thrasybulus’ democrats. As a matter of fact, the 
crucial preliminary question of the chronology cannot be said to 
have been solved. While the dating within the fifth century 
seems to be fairly widely accepted, many scholars argue that 
this cannot be pushed back much further into the century; 
moreover, it cannot be ruled out that the date could be moved 
forward to a slightly later time. In the latter case, this small 
treatise would be in line with political arguments put forward by 
authors such as Isocrates and Plato. In short, no hypothesis 
prevails definitively over the others; therefore, the definition of 


“Old Oligarch” has been adopted as a means of referring to the 
author. In fact, it would hardly be surprising if the author 
himself had deliberately opted to remain anonymous on 
account of his open hostility towards Athenian democracy. 
Alternatively, it is conceivable that the work was not intended for 
publication - above all, not in Athens - but was designed instead 
for private circulation. 

In examining the apparent relation between the pamphlet 
and Sophistic thought, a contrast between a conservative 
approach that harks back nostalgically to the “constitution of 
the fathers,” versus the impetus towards cultural modernisation 
expressed by such phenomena as the Sophistic movement was 
more apparent than real. The aristocracy that admired the 
Spartan model sprang from the very same sector of society as 
that which gave rise to the slightly cynical and irreverent “gilded 
youth” among the entourage of the Sophists. Moreover, the 
attribution of the pamphlet to an author who sympathised with 
the Sophistic environment may also be justified by several 
formal and conceptual analogies between the text of the 
Constitution and the writings of figures who shared this cultural 
trend. For instance, according a Sophistic model, the writer 
responds to the objections of a nonspeaking figure. The treatise 
adopts a paradoxical perspective, inasmuch as it sets itself the 
task of demonstrating the superiority of political choices which 
may, at first sight, appear to be on the losing side. The concept 
of justice ranges from the commonly adopted approach, namely 
the technical juridical model, to one that is far more relativised 
and disenchanted: indeed, one can justifiably assert that the 
Opposition between absolute and relative constitutes a 
dominant motif of the pamphlet. 


2 Fourth-Century-B.C. historiography 


2.1 Development of the historiographic genre 


During the transition from the fifth to the fourth century, the 


historiographic genre underwent a number of important 
developments, in several different directions. The emergence of 
two fundamental developments stands out as one of the 
significant landmarks. For instance, the powerful Thucydidean 
model imprinted its methodological and formal approach on 
various generations of followers and continuators (among 
whom, as we have seen, Xenophon was one of the main 
figures). At the same time, however, there arose a form of 
historiography which, buttressed by the authoritative 
magisterium of Isocrates concerning philosophy, rhetoric and 
politics (cf. The Classical Age XII 1), increasingly tended to devote 
attention to considerations touching on the sphere of ethics. 
That is to say, there was a growing awareness that historical 
reconstruction should also include careful (even highly intrusive, 
from the modern perspective) attention to moral issues and 
edifying material. Moreover, this period also saw the 
development of a new form, albeit not totally devoid of 
important links with the local historiography that had been 
cultivated ever since the Archaic Age: namely, Attidography, i.e. 
the documented recording of events that involved Attica, with 
particular antiquarian interest in the institutional and cultic 
aspects of the region. 


2.2 The Hellenica of Oxyrhynchus 


Two papyrus fragments of considerable size, found in the 
Egyptian locality of Oxyrhynchus, transmit the entire amount of 
the material in our possession concerning this historiographic 
work, by an author of so far unknown identity. 

The most extensive fragment, published in 1908, is the result 
of the combination of approximately 230 small pieces of varying 
size; it contains sections of an extremely detailed history of 
Greece, pertaining to events from the period that can be dated 
to 396-395 B.C. The second papyrus, discovered in 1934 and 
published in 1949, is composed of five fragments, three of which 
are quite large. That the two papyri contain parts of the same 
work is demonstrated by the evident analogies: both are styled 


in a form of language which, though bright and well-stated, 
eschews excessive colouring or rhetorical effects and has a fairly 
limited vocabulary, but displays a wealth of narrative details and 
a lack of subjective comments. Furthermore, it has been 
ascertained that both of the papyrus texts belong to the work 
which acted as the source used by the historian Ephorus (fourth 
century B.C., cf. further below). Another papyrus find, 
considered by some scholars to form part of the fragments of 
the Hellenica of Oxyrhyncus, on account of its linguistic 
colouring, has preserved an excerpt of a text dealing with 
political matters, centring around the figure of the moderate 
oligarch, Theramenes. It has been interpreted as a historical 
work or, alternatively, as a political pamphlet springing from a 
Theramenian background. 

While it is far from easy to pinpoint the starting and final 
points of the work in question, a reasonable assumption is that 
it was a continuation of Thucydides’ historical composition and, 
therefore, that it began with an account of the 411 B.C. events. It 
appears to have been modelled on the work of Thucydides, 
presenting a highly detailed account of a period that included 
the author's own lifetime: thus it was effectively an extension of 
the stretch of time described by Thucydides. It must have 
reached at least as far as the battle of Cnidus (394), but in all 
probability it continued up to the Peace of Antalcidas (387/6). 

Internal clues allow the composition to be dated to the years 
375-350 with a fair degree of precision; further confirmation 
that the work was drafted not long after the time of the actual 
events is given by the wealth of details and the probable 
utilisation of eye-witnesses. The quest for identification of the 
author, who clearly was active in the first half of the fourth 
century, has not yet achieved a definitive result. Recent years 
have seen a revival in favour of the identification of the Hellenica 
of Oxyrhynchus with the Hellenica of Theopompus. 

While Thucydides is cited in connection with events prior to 
411 B.C., it is quite clear that the Hellenica of Oxyrhynchus was in 
no way influenced by Xenophon, thus arousing suspicion that 
the publication of the Hellenica of Oxyrhynchus preceded the 


works of Xenophon and Theopompus (on whom, see further 
below). Upon reading the Hellenica of Oxyrhynchus, one gains 
the impression of a use of sources in a manner similar to the 
procedures adopted by Thucydides: for instance, it involves 
frequent recourse to eye-witnesses, with extreme care and 
precision in the search for reliable and well informed observers. 
Additional features that point to aspects in common between 
this historian and Thucydides are the author's decision to opt 
for the chronological criterion, clearly modelled on the 
Thucydidean precedent, and his tendency towards objectivity, in 
the sense that he often presents the events without any 
comment and with only a minimum of interpretive bias (only in 
a very few remarks can a certain sympathy for Sparta be 
detected). Furthermore, political and military history, both on 
land and on sea, is restricted to the essentials of the basic 
narration. Another interesting aspect is the approach based on 
the search for causes and their assessment: in some cases the 
explanation put forward concerning the motives is in fact the 
result of the historian’s own penetrating judgement. 

The style adopted by the author is that of pure Attic, 
characterised by simplicity and clarity, without complex 
sentence constructions, special expressions or any intense 
search for lexical variety. Apart from his tendency to avoid 
hiatus and his frequent use of antithesis or, more rarely, of 
litotes, very little influence of rhetoric can be perceived. The loss 
of the greater part of this work is a severe misfortune, because 
its stylistic aspects, taken together with the impartiality of its 
descriptive approach, its wealth of information and its very well 
structured methodological approach, indicate that this historian 
was an excellent writer of historiographic prose, second only to 
Thucydides. That his work was not successful in achieving long- 
term renown may have been partly due to the fact that his 
treatment of the subject was absorbed into the work of Ephorus, 
who evidently preferred to utilise these Hellenica rather than the 
work by Xenophon that dealt with the same historical period. 


2.3 Philistus of Syracuse and Siceliote historiography 


Born in Syracuse, a politician with close links of kinship and 
personal loyalty to the tyrant Dionysius I, Philistus is one of the 
greatest Sicilian historians. Plutarch describes him as an 
intelligent spectator of the undertakings of Spartan general 
Gylippus that led to the victory of the Syracusans against the 
Athenians in the second expedition to Sicily (415-413 B.C.); 
Plutarch also provides us with the information that Philistus died 
in 356, in not old age, whilst he was at the head of a naval 
expedition. 

The historian Diodorus Siculus reports that in 405, when 
Acragas fell into the hands of the Carthaginians, the Syracusan 
generals who had failed in their aim of defending the city were 
illegally indicted by Dionysius, who at that time was merely a 
simple officer; however, Dionysius’ proposal was rejected and 
he was ordered to pay a considerable fine, which Philistus 
(evidently from a prosperous family) offered to pay. When 
Dionysius came to power, Philistus was rewarded with the 
command of Ortygia, the fortress of Syracuse. The sources also 
include a mention of additional episodes of the life of Philistus 
that provide evidence of other close relations with the Syracusan 
tyrant, to whom the historian remained faithful throughout his 
life. 

With regard to his monographic study XtkeAtKa (Sicelica), 
which dealt with the history of the island, we have knowledge of 
some fragments thanks to the papyri but especially by virtue of 
the citations of later authors. It was divided into two parts: the 
first, in seven books, reached as far as 406/5 B.C.; the second, in 
four books, described the events concerning Dionysius I; 
Philistus later added another two books on Dionysius II, which 
took the story up to the year 363/2. Diodorus noted that the first 
part of the work covered a period of time stretching over 800 
years: in fact we do indeed have a surviving fragment that 
mentions the founding of Carthage, stated as having taken 
place in 1215 B.C.; thus the reconstruction of Sicilian history 
must have extended back to a fairly remote period of time. 

The surviving fragments and the ancient evidence show 
Philistus’ admiration of Thucydides: in fact, Philistus can to a 


certain extent be regarded as an imitator of the famous 
historian. In the manner of Thucydides, he inserted speeches 
into his description, but the ancient sources describe them as 
monotonous, with a lack of rhetorical figures of speech, devoid 
of brilliant phrases, without a suitable effort to reproduce the 
character of the figures involved. 

A few significant points enable us to make an approximate 
reconstruction of the manner of subdivision of the subjects 
addressed in the first part. Book I probably dealt with archaic 
history and very likely also included the major aspects in a 
historical overview of the colonisation of Sicily; Book III was 
devoted to the era of the Deinomenidae and continued up to 
the tyrant Gelon; Book IV reached as far as the first Athenian 
expedition to Sicily (427 B.C.), while the remaining three books 
of the first part were little more than a twenty-year stretch of 
history, up to 406/5. Only few and relatively uninteresting 
fragments of the second part have survived. Cicero voiced great 
admiration for this section, in which Philistus conducted a very 
insightful analysis of the political schemes the two tyrants had in 
mind. 

The work of Philistus was continued by Athanis, who was 
also from Syracuse and was the author of a historical work 
composed of 13 books, which apparently reached as far as the 
death of Timoleon in 338; he also wrote a monographic study on 
the reign of Dionysius. As regards Dion, the uncle of Dionysius 
II, a description of the events in which he was involved were to 
be found in a work by Timonides of Leucas, addressed to the 
Platonic philosopher Speusippus. 


2.4 Ctesias of Cnidus 


Ctesias of Cnidus was born in about 440, not long after 
Thucydides and ten years or so before Xenophon. Cnidus, a 
Doric city on the Carian coast in the southern part of Asia Minor, 
boasted an ancient school of medicine and Ctesias himself also 
belonged to a family of physicians. From 405 onwards, he 
fulfilled the role of physician at the Persian court of Artaxerxes 


II, where such was his prestige that he was entrusted with 
important diplomatic missions. Xenophon reports that Ctesias 
formed part of the entourage of Artaxerxes in the 401 B.C. battle 
of Cunaxa and that the number of victims among the king’s 
forces was reported in the writings of Ctesias, who returned to 
Greece after 398. 

He is also Known to have composed a Persian History 
(Persica) made up of 23 books, starting from the legendary King 
Ninus and chronicling the episodes involving the Babylonians, 
the Medes and finally the Persians, with special emphasis on the 
latter, with a more extensive treatment. The final ten books 
dealt with the period from the death of Xerxes in 465 up to the 
year 398, a period covering only two-thirds of a century: Ctesias 
thus placed greater emphasis on contemporary history, strongly 
underlining his personal participation in the various events. He 
also wrote an Indian History (Indica): thereafter, until the 
expedition of Alexander the Great there appear to have been no 
other new contributions to Greek knowledge of India. We also 
have knowledge of a work entitled Description of the Earth 
composed in 3 books and of a study on economics, On the 
Tributes of Asia, with regard to which we have no information, 
though it would appear to echo the themes of Ways and Means 
by Xenophon. One may suspect that some of these titles actually 
referred to sections of the larger overall work. We have some 
fragments from the indirect tradition (for instance, it was greatly 
used by Diodorus); we also have a small fragment of the Persica 
restored by a papyrus. 

The historiographic approach adopted by Ctesias differs 
markedly from the authoritative Thucydidean model and 
appears to revive the heritage of Herodotus, not only in the 
sense that it continues the same kind of historical account 
(effectively, it took up the thread where Herodotus broke off, 
dealing with the sequence of events from Xerxes onwards). 
More specifically, the assumption that Herodotus was his centre 
of reference also emerges partly from the way Ctesias engaged 
in a constantly polemical interaction with him, but even more 
clearly, from Ctesias’ choice of content. In particular, political- 


military affairs were far from constituting the only focus of his 
attention: his story contains a substantial number of excursus, 
moreover, he awarded considerable attention to descriptions of 
curious and bizarre happenings, drawing attention to all things 
amazing and extraordinary (the pUOWSEc and the Bavyata). 
This was precisely the entire range of subjects Thucydides had 
ruled out when deciding what elements should form the object 
of his historical investigations. 

Even in his style, Ctesias displays a rather special approach, 
first and foremost in terms of his search for dramatic effects 
that would enliven the historical description. Moreover, among 
the ancients, attention was drawn not only to the poetic aspects 
of Ctesias’ prose (he was even defined as “a poet,” ttountrc) but 
also to his highly effective style (A€Etc) in descriptions and 
representation of scenes, all of which were much appreciated by 
his readers. His language was Attic with traces of Ionisms. 


2.5 Ephorus of Cyme 
2.5.1 A historian pupil of Isocrates 


Ephorus of Cyme, a pupil of Isocrates, is regarded as the 
founder and main representative of so-called rhetorical 
historiography, that is to say, of a form of historiography which, 
in comparison to the previous works, placed greater emphasis 
on such features as stylistic factors and the expressive value of a 
given lexical item, thereby deliberately pursuing specific artistic 
and literary aims. It is also worth noting that he was the first 
author of a universal history, namely a treatment which, while 
likewise starting out from the panhellenic vision of Isocrates, 
broadened the overall historiographic perspective and 
abandoned a custom which had become commonplace after 
Thucydides, namely the practice of taking up the narration of 
earlier events related by previous historians and merging them 
directly with the onset of the immediately following 
contemporary events. In contrast, Ephorus started out from an 


account of the most ancient times, until his vast historical sweep 
reached his own time. The consequence of this deliberate choice 
is that we rely on Ephorus (or rather, on our knowledge of the 
latter to the extent to which it is transmitted by Diodorus, who 
made extensive use of Ephorus’ work) as our one and only 
continuous source for Greek history of the years 480-340 B.C. 

A native of Cyme in Asia Minor, Ephorus was a pupil of 
Isocrates during the same years that also saw the historian 
Theopompus among Isocrates’ pupils (cf. the section below). 
Ephorus’ life extended up to the era of Alexander’s expedition 
against Persia, at which point he received (and rejected) the 
invitation to take part in the undertaking as a historian. His 
chronology can thus be regarded as extending roughly between 
400 and 330. 


2.5.2 The works 


The historiographic output of Ephorus has been almost entirely 
lost, with the exception of fragments and the indirect knowledge 
deriving from its abundant utilisation by Diodorus in his 
Histories. Among the writings attributed to Ephorus, mention 
can be made of a local history of Cyme, in which he is known to 
have argued extensively in support of the tradition holding that 
Homer was originally from that city. He also composed a work 
entitled On Style, which stands as an interesting testimony to his 
specialist interests in rhetoric, and another work bearing the 
title On Inventions, which dealt with antiquarian matters. 
Ephorus’ main work, Histories (Iotopiat), as mentioned 
above, marked the beginning of a trend in works on universal 
history. In 29 books it related the history of Greece, starting 
from the return of the Heraclidae - traditionally believed to have 
occurred in 1069/8 B.C. and regarded as the very first 
“historical” event - and continuing up to the beginning of the 
Sacred War (356 B.C.). It was the author himself who not only 
divided the work into books but also added a proem to each of 
the latter. 225 fragments have survived, from which it can be 


inferred that contemporary history was awarded considerably 
more attention than the chronicles of bygone times. Ephorus 
offers his own justification for this imbalance, declaring (fr. 9 
Jacoby) that it was more difficult to write the history of very 
ancient events, with regard to which the least trustworthy and 
most unreliable sources were precisely those that indulged in 
presentation of a vast array of details. 

Almost seven hundred years of history, extending up to the 
end of the Peloponnesian War, took up the whole of the first 17 
books, whereas the events from 404 to 386 were narrated in no 
more than 2 books. Another 10 books covered the remaining 
period up to the Sacred War (356); furthermore, it appears that 
two or three books were taken up exclusively with the battle of 
Leuctra (371). The composition did not adopt an annalistic 
criterion, in the manner of Thucydides: instead, it made use of a 
thematic approach, which in this case implied grouping together 
the events of a given geographic area, and sometimes made it 
necessary to cover fairly lengthy periods of time within limited 
space. For instance, Book VI included the archaic history of the 
Peloponnese, Books VIII-IX dealt with the facts concerning Lydia 
and Persia, Book XVI focused on the ancient Sicilian tyranny and 
the first part of the reign of Dionysius I, while Book XVII 
described Philip’s wars in the northern territories; Books XXI- 
XXV examined the collapse of Spartan hegemony and the period 
of Theban hegemony. As the story gradually drew closer and 
closer to the author's own era, the subjects were treated in what 
can roughly be described as a series of broad-ranging 
monographic studies. Consequently, a polycentric work 
gradually took shape, whereby as the work proceeded a 
different topic became the thematic centre of each new section. 
Two centuries later, this model of universal historiography, 
devoid as it was of any central theme, was to be countered by 
the historian Polybius’ “organic” universal history, i.e. a work 
endowed with a central and unifying theme (the expansion of 
Rome). The polycentric organisation of Histories shows that 
Ephorus’ view of the events did not involve a unifying 
conception of an overarching sequence of interconnected 


episodes: rather, he viewed the historical facts as an 
aggregation of independent stories. 


2.5.3 The conception of historiography in Ephorus 


An underlying moralistic ideal can be perceived on several 
occasions in his narration, embodied by the concept that stories 
concerning good actions prompt others to emulate them, while 
descriptions of wicked deeds lead others to keep their distance 
from evil. However, aspects pointing to an underlying rationalist 
approach are by no means absent, their implicit presence being 
signalled by the beginning of the narration of the first 
“historical” event, namely the return of the Heraclidae, in which 
the specifically mythical period is omitted. At times a critical 
attitude to myth reminiscent of the Hecataean approach can be 
perceived, seeking to provide a rational explanation for events 
regarded as prodigious. There is no scope for divine 
intervention; rather, events are governed by tyché; moreover, a 
quest to identify causal links among events is also at time 
present. 

The overwhelmingly literary character of Ephorus’ 
historiography is based more specifically on a rhetorical 
approach than on concrete motives. One of the criticisms put 
forward by Polybius was that the battle scenes were often 
bedecked with flowery figures of speech, which mask both the 
paucity of specific data on the tactics and, also, the author’s 
scanty military experience. The speeches were also rather 
unconvincing and the use of original documents was often not 
the outcome of the author’s first-hand study, nor did he conduct 
a thoroughgoing check of the authenticity of the material; 
consequently, there were a number of inexact statements. In 
short, Polybius’ critical description of Ephorus’ work portrays 
the author as an erudite “desk scholar,” devoid of political and 
military experience or of any direct knowledge of the events: in 
other words, as one who reconstructed the story by making use 
of previous reports and thus relying exclusively on literary 


sources. Despite these criticisms voiced by Polybius, during 
antiquity Ephorus’ Histories were utilised and imitated by other 
authors of universal histories (for instance Nicolaus of 
Damascus, Timagenes, Diodorus and Strabo). 


2.5.4 Style 


Ephorus awarded considerable importance to the form and 
aspect of composition, but in antiquity his style was regarded as 
feeble, leaden and lacking energy, due to the exclusion of 
Gorgian figures of speech and his refusal to search for the 
horrid: as we will see, this was precisely the opposite of the 
attitude adopted by Theopompus. An ancient source mentions 
that Isocrates himself was known to have said, in a colourful but 
highly effective vivid characterisation of these two pupils of his, 
that whereas Ephorus needed a prompt, Theopompus needed 
to be restrained with a bridle. In other words, the flat style of 
Ephorus was felt to be lacking in a sufficient manifestation of 
pathos, political commitment and moral passion (here too, in 
marked contrast with Theopompus). 


2.6 Theopompus of Chios 
2.6.1 A prolific author 


The Byzantine patriarch Photius has provided posterity with 
considerable information on this historian, whose monographic 
study on the Macedonian king Philip could still be read at that 
time (though the last five books were missing). Theopompus 
was a prolific writer: the overall extent of his historical works 
was about six to ten times greater than that of Herodotus or 
Thucydides and the sheer vastness of his production may have 
been one of the reasons why it has to a large extent been lost. 
Even Diodorus (first century B.C.) asserted that of the 58 books 
of Theopompus’ Philippica, five had already been lost. However, 
the frequency of citations of Theopompus in antiquity shows 


that his works must have been present, at least in part, in the 
major cultural centres. 

Theopompus was born on the island of Chios, probably 
around 379 B.C. (though other traditions indicate earlier dates). 
His family was fairly well-off, as can be surmised from his 
statement that he never felt the need to teach in order to obtain 
an income. He is quite likely to have been a disciple of Isocrates, 
although this suggestion has been questioned; it can be 
presumed that the knowledge he acquired from his master 
essentially concerned the doctrine of rhetoric. It would appear 
that he remained relatively unaffected by the political views of 
Isocrates, given that the fragments show no trace of 
characteristically Isocratean anti-Persian panhellenism 
(furthermore, Theopompus gave a rather unflattering 
description of Evagoras and Nicocles, who were highly praised 
by Isocrates). Upon the publication of the Hellenica, he 
succeeded in obtaining the patronage of Philip of Macedonia, at 
whose court he was residing in 343. However, precisely during 
the period of residence at the court, the historian’s relations 
with the Macedonian king soured: the source of their 
disagreement lay in the lack of moderation displayed by Philip in 
celebrating the victory of Chaeronea, as well as his choice of 
Aristotle as the tutor of the young Alexander, a position 
Theopompus had also long aspired to be awarded. On the basis 
of the charge of pro-Laconism, Theopompus was exiled from 
Chios together with his father Damasistratus. Although he was 
granted a return to Chios in around 334, through the good 
offices of Alexander the Great, he drew a grim portrait of Philip 
in the Philippica, his main work: it can therefore be deduced that 
the work was completed after the death of Philip in 336 and 
published after the death of Alexander the Great in 323; 
however, despite the passing of these figures, Theopompus 
remained the butt of the hostility of the sovereign’s successors. 
The date of his death is assumed to be after 323. 

Photius summarises a lengthy passage in which 
Theopompus, drawing a comparison between his own self- 
image and his view of earlier historians, conceitedly cast himself 


in an extremely favourable light, boasting of his literary skills as 
well as the volume and quality of his production, self- 
importantly claiming to have visited almost all the important 
cities and to have held declamations in the aforesaid locations. 
This self-glorifying propensity of the historian from Chios is 
confirmed by a passage from the historian and rhetor of the 
Augustan Age, Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who stated that he 
himself - unlike Anaximenes and Theopompus - had no wish 
either to sing his own praises or to denigrate other authors. 


2.6.2 The works 


As mentioned earlier, Theopompus was a prolific and versatile 
author. A number of works addressed to famous people appear 
to date from the period from the 350s to the 330s, such as the 
Encomium of Mausolus: this funeral oration was probably recited 
in 352, during the funeral of the Carian king, in a competition in 
which Isocrates, Theodectes and Naucrates also featured as 
challengers; Theopompus’ performance won him first place. The 
years 336-334 are also the most likely dates of the epistles 
addressed to Alexander, in which Theopompus defended 
himself against the charges levelled by the Chians and 
demanded that his exile be repealed. He was also the author of 
a Panathenaicus, possibly as a response to the Isocratean work 
by the same name. His first historical work was, in all probability, 
the compilation of the two books of the Epitome of the Histories 
of Herodotus, which may have marked the starting point of his 
historiographic activity. 

The Hellenica consisted of 12 books and extended from 411 
to 394 B.C. Theopompus was thus planning to continue the work 
of Thucydides up to the destruction of the Spartan fleet by the 
Athenian Conon in the battle of Cnidus. Accordingly, he made 
the decision to write his Hellenica as a continuation of 
Thucydides when both the work by Xenophon bearing the same 
name and the anonymous Hellenica of Oxyrhynchus had already 
been published: this suggests that Theopompus’ work was 


composed polemically against - or in competition with - the 
authors who had preceded him. Of this work 19 fragments have 
survived, partly consisting of lexicographic citations of single 
words. A comparative assessment of the surviving passages 
with the narrations by other historians makes it possible to 
assess the specific features of the work, but does not allow a 
precise reconstruction of its structure. Twelve books covered a 
total period of 18 years, which was a rather shorter length of 
time than the period Xenophon covered in seven books (50 
years): therefore Theopompus'’ treatment of the subject was far 
more detailed than that of Xenophon, although the Chian 
historian actually knew and indeed utilised the latter. We are 
unable to ascertain whether his historical material was 
organised on a year-by-year basis or by organising the material 
kata yévoc (“by subject”), in the manner of Ephorus. The 
interruption of the Hellenica at the battle of Cnidus created 
problems, raising questions as to why Theopompus did not 
complete the account of the events of 394 and extend his study 
as far as the battle of Coronea. One gains the impression that 
the historian’s growing interest in the figure of Philip may have 
distracted him from the subject on which he had been focusing 
and that at a certain point he opted, instead, to work on the 
monographic study concerning the Macedonian sovereign. This 
hypothesis is confirmed by a series of digressions that are in fact 
present in the Philippica, completing various loose ends left 
unfinished in the Hellenica. 

The Philippica, made up of 58 books, was a work devoted to 
the political and military rise of Macedonia under the reign of 
Philip II (359-336 B.C.). Definitely Theopompus’ most important 
and substantial work, its more than 200 fragments taken 
together with ancient evidence act as a guide in reconstructing 
the subject-matter. 


In Books I-VII Theopompus addressed the question of 
Philip’s brilliant political and military career, from his 

accession to the throne up to the first clashes with the 
Illyrians and the Thessalians, followed by his territorial 


expansion, which acted to the detriment of the Athenian 
sphere of influence. The description of the Sacred War, 
with observations on divination and religion, must have 
been intended to lead into the excursus on miraculous 
events (Books VIII- IX), while Philip’s threats against 
Athens introduced the subject dealt within Book X, namely 
the question of Athenian politicians, seen in general terms 
as the minds behind Athenian imperialism in the Aegean. 
Eight books (XII-XIX) dealt with questions concerning the 
world of the East, with particular emphasis on the Asia 
Minor satrapies of the Persian empire. Books XX-XXVII 
included the narration of Philip's attack on Olynthus, the 
further isolation of Athens following the defeat in the 
Social War, the first peace treaty between Athens and 
Philip (Peace of Philocrates, 346 B.C.). We know that the 
description of the alliance between Philip and Messenia 
opened a digression on the ancient history of the 
Peloponnese (Books XXXII-XXXIII). Five books were 
devoted to the geography and the history of the West, 
while Book XLIV marked a return to further developments 
concerning Philip, who was busy reorganising Thessaly 
into tetrarchies (344 B.C.). From this point onwards, the 
narration continued up to the battle of Chaeronea (338 
B.C.), probably without further digressions. 


The length of the work was probably one of the reasons why 
even in antiquity it tended to be broken up into independent 
parts for ease of circulation; when Philip V proposed extracting 
from the overall work the specific sections directly involving his 
illustrious forebear, the 58 books were reduced to 16. Similarly, 
the digressions present in the work soon became an 
independent tradition in their own right: this was the case, for 
instance, with regard to Books VIII-IX, a description of mirabilia 
(or wonders), or Book X, on the Athenian politicians from 
Themistocles to Eubulus. The latter book is one of the most cited 
because of the interest the topic aroused among compilers of 
anecdotes and biographies. The length of his digressions 
earned Theopompus the title of Setvdc UUBoACyos (“terrific 
narrator of stories”), but it also gave rise to critical assessment, 


who complained that its longwindedness made them lose track 
of the main thread of the overall story. Be that as it may, from 
344/3 onwards the story-line concentrated on Philip, whose 
undertakings had overshadowed the issues concerning the 
Greek poleis. 


2.6.3 Theopompus’ conception of historiography 


Theopompus’ historiography was suffused with a moralising 
tone and tinged with rhetoric, reflecting an overall feature that 
had characterised Ephorus’ work and is attributed to the 
heritage of Isocrates’ teachings. The numerous and extensive 
digressions are perfectly in line with a conception of historical 
reconstruction that was designed to guarantee the pleasure of 
reading. Moreover, Theopompus himself (fr. 381 Jacoby, possibly 
taken from the introduction of Philippica) claimed to have made 
a deliberate choice to tell fabulous stories (uot), thereby 
clearly rejecting the Thucydidean principle that called for the 
exclusion of the fabulous (uU8@Se_Ec) from history, in favour of a 
revival of the Herodotean approach - continued by Ctesias - as 
well as an interest in geo-ethnographic topics. Furthermore, the 
introduction of elements belonging to the realm of the 
marvellous, the extraordinary and the curious responded to the 
aim that nothing should be neglected if it made a useful 
contribution to knowledge concerning the history of various 
peoples, as such investigations should not be restricted merely 
to political-military affairs. 

The fragments and the testimony of Polybius provide us with 
information pertaining to the image of Philip as it emerges from 
the work of Theopompus. It is a partially contradictory portrait, 
but its lack of coherence can be explained in terms of a revision 
of the Philippica after the deterioration of relations with the king, 
or shortly after his death. Thus on the one hand we learn that 
Theopompus chose Philip as the object of his historical 
investigation on account of the uniqueness of the figure 
involved, inasmuch as never before had Europe generated a 


man of Philip’s calibre. Yet on the other hand, Philip was also 
described as a drunkard entirely given over to a life of vice, who 
tricked and exploited his friends and enslaved cities by swindling 
the population and resorting to force. 


2.6.4 Style 


Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who at times found Theopompus’ 
moralising tendency to be rather excessive, compared his style 
to that of Isocrates: pure, not affected, very clear, magnificent 
and full of solemnity, tending to become sharper and more 
vehement than that of his master when moralism prevails. 


2.7 The Atthidographers 
2.7.1 The Atthides: a discussed genre 


The Atthidographers, or “writers of AtOid¢Ec (Atthides),” lived and 
were active during the fourth century, contributing to the wide- 
ranging development of a genre, the regional history of Attica, 
which had first been introduced by Hellanicus of Mytilene (thus 
by a non-Athenian author: cf. The Classical Age IX 1.2.2). 

AtOic (Atthis) is a feminine adjective, equivalent to AttLkh 
(Attiké), which means “of/from Attica,” “of/from the region of 
Athens”; when used as a noun, it may have the meaning of 
“Attica” (understanding “region,” yf) or “History of Attica” 
(understanding “history,” totopia). Thucydides (I 97, 2) cites the 
work of Hellanicus by the name of Attikn Euyypagn (Attiké 
Syngraphé), but we have no knowledge of the title used by 
Hellanicus himself in referring to his own work. It appears that 
not even the continuators of the genre in question, in the fourth 
century, genuinely designated their own works by using the title 
Atthis; however, at a certain point this designation became the 
standard form, possibly because it was selected by Callimachus 
for his catalogue of the Library of Alexandria of Egypt. 

Knowledge of these works can be acquired only from 


fragments preserved by later authors: this has raised the 
question of how to define the nature of their specific features in 
the context of ancient historiography. Some fundamental 
aspects that have been identified are now generally accepted: 
the Atthides were texts concerning Athenian local history, 
though they were by no means restricted to descriptions of 
political and military events: rather, they were prompted by a 
range of antiquarian interests that focused on matters 
pertaining to religious and cultic affairs. They were structured 
annalistically, their chronological configuration resting on the 
lists of kings (for the most ancient age) and of the Athenian 
archons; their authors mainly drew their information from the 
official documents deposited in the state archives. 

That they were structured predominantly in the manner of 
chronicles must have been one of the main reasons for the 
judgement expressed by Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who in his 
general appraisal of Atthidographers refers to their style as 
monotonous and boring. In fact, the possibility of drafting an 
extensive narration and pinpointing the cause-effect 
relationship among events that occurred in a distant past must 
have been objectively limited by the annalistic form itself as well 
as by the highly variable range of available details. This 
notwithstanding, analysis of the surviving fragments shows that 
the Atthidographers by no means restricted themselves to 
writing elementary and skimpy notes: the chronological 
arrangement of the facts within individual consecutive years 
allowed temporal relations among the events to be highlighted, 
and this to some extent also drew attention to cause-effect 
relations among the various facts. 

Above and beyond these basic aspects, a number of 
different reconstructions of the characteristics of the genre have 
succeeded one another. It has at times been assumed that the 
Atthidographers were politically oriented (either in the 
oligarchic or democratic direction), in which case their writings 
have been seen as tools put to work in support of political 
struggles; however, their interpretation has also veered towards 
the opposite pole - the predominant idea today - viewing them 


as politically neutral recorders of data that were available in 
official documents. The range of views put forward by scholars 
has often been influenced or affected by a comparison with 
Aristotle’s Athenian Constitution, which very likely gathered 
together many of the data collected by the Atthidographers but 
actually belonged to a completely different genre (cf. The 
Classical Age XI 1.6, 1.8; XIII 3.4.4). 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the predominant 
Opinion was that of Ulrich von Wilamowitz, who argued that the 
Atthides were entirely derived from a religious publication dating 
from around 380 B.C. which, in turn, relied on news items drawn 
up by the official chroniclers or exégétai. In 1942 Lionel Pearson 
gave a more Satisfactory definition of the writings of the 
Atthidographers as texts strongly oriented towards antiquarian 
interests and the legends and cults of Athens; he acknowledged 
that Androtion and Philochorus harboured sympathies for the 
oligarchic cause, but he considered these texts to be no more 
than bare annalistic reportages. Not long afterwards, Felix 
Jacoby refuted the Wilamowitzian theory which held that the 
Atthides were based on a priestly chronicle: Jacoby argued that 
Attidography should instead be examined in the context of local 
historiography. He thus put forward a highly politicised image of 
the various Atthidographers, going so far as to define this or 
that author as “democratic” or “oligarchic” and 
“antidemocratic” or “moderate,” often on the basis of scanty 
and isolated fragments. More recently, Jacoby’s view has been 
questioned: less emphasis has been placed on the idea that the 
surviving fragments can adequately demonstrate the political 
approach of the Atthidographers; rather, it is suggested they 
should more simply be regarded as scrupulous historians who 
concerned themselves with local antiquities, and were 
interested in drawing up an accurate record of Athenian history 
without setting themselves specifically political objectives. This 
interpretation of the Atthides as works devoid of political 
leanings is to some extent confirmed by other ancient evidence 
that describes them as monotonous and boring, in contrast with 
the various historical accounts of a narrative type (Dionysius of 


Halicarnassus), or as writings that resumed the ancient manner 
of putting together annalistic stories that boasted no flowery 
speech but relied simply on enumeration of chronology, places 
and facts (Cicero). 


2.7.2 The authors of Atthides 


We have knowledge and a handful of fragments by six authors 
of Atthides, namely Cleidemus, Androtion, Phanodemus, 
Melanthius, Demon and Philochorus, all of whom were 
Athenian. The last two of these were, chronologically speaking, 
already fully within the Hellenistic Age, but it is more 
appropriate to present a unitary treatment of the genre up to its 
disappearance. 

Cleidemus. He held the post of exégétés, that is to say, he was 
a member of a religious cult who fulfilled certain official duties, 
the nature of which remains somewhat obscure. This 
information is derived from the fact that he wrote an Exégétikon, 
i.e. a handbook of ritual prescriptions and procedures for 
ceremonial purposes. Pausanias (Description of Greece X 15, 5-6) 
defines him as “the oldest writer to describe the customs of the 
Athenians”: this observation should be understood as implying 
that he was the first Athenian to undertake such a task, since we 
know that the first in absolute terms was Hellanicus. The 
majority of the fragments of Cleidemus provide information 
concerning cultic procedures, constitutional problems and 
various details concerning local customs. The composition of his 
Atthis, in four books, is dated to between 378/7 and 355/4 B.C. 
The Athenians honoured him publicly with a golden crown for 
the excellence of his style, although it is difficult to gain a precise 
impression of its nature; however, his detailed narrations on 
Theseus (frr. 7 and 18 Jacoby), the Persians (frr. 21 and 22 J.) and 
the Peloponnesian War (fr. 10 J., concerning the second 
Athenian expedition to Sicily) show that the author by no means 
restricted himself to a dry succession of facts: rather, he clearly 
had ambitions for literary recognition in mind. 


Androtion. Androtion’s date of birth is to be set between 415 
and 405 B.C. Information on his life is by no means lacking, but 
in the overwhelming majority of cases it is undermined by 
inadequate reliability: this accounts for the contrasting 
interpretations among modern scholars concerning his social 
and political background. He may have been the scion of an 
illustrious and wealthy family, if indeed his father was the 
oligarch Andron who espoused the moderate positions of 
Theramenes (however, this suggestion has been called into 
question). An ancient source states that he had been a pupil at 
Isocrates’ school, but this item of information is equally 
uncertain, as Isocrates, in the Antidosis (93), makes no mention 
of Androtion among the list of pupils at his school, nor does 
Demosthenes - who in 355 launched an attack on Androtion in 
two orations (Against Androtion for illegal proposals and Against 
Timocrates) - refer to any such information. Androtion made an 
early entry into politics, remaining for many years an active 
participant in political affairs and obtaining a certain degree of 
public support. He clashed with several politicians who were 
defended by Demosthenes, which explains why documents of 
the time as well as the two above-cited speeches by 
Demosthenes offer an extremely unfavourable portrait of 
Androtion. 

His Atthis, probably consisting of eight books, must have 
been of roughly the same length as the work by Thucydides and 
it dwelt more extensively on contemporary history. 


Book I covered the entire period of the kings, up to the 
first archon; the most ancient datable fragment of Book II 
refers to the Areopagus, possibly in connection with Solon 
or Dracon. In Book III attention focused on the 
Peloponnesian War and the questions involving the Thirty 
Tyrants, which implies that it extended up to the end of the 
fifth century; accordingly, in Androtion’s Atthis the 
treatment of the most ancient phases of early history was 
less detailed than in Cleidemus’ work. Books IV-V covered 
a period of roughly forty years, from 403/2 to 360/59. The 
final books (VI-VIII) were devoted to an even smaller 


number of years, as emerges from the information that 
Androtion’s Atthis continued up to the year 344/3 (fr. 53 J.). 


We have no information as to why Adrotion awarded priority to 
contemporary history rather than the more ancient period. It is 
conceivable that he regarded the works of his predecessors on 
the remote eras as exhaustive, or more simply, that he had a 
personal preference for the description of events closer to his 
own time, but it is equally conceivable that the disparity in his 
treatment was due more simply to the different extent of 
documentary sources available for the various time periods. 

Phanodemus. The date of birth of Phanodemus is to be 
placed in the early decades of the fourth century B.C., given that 
in 343/2 he was a member of the Boulé and was no longer a 
young man. This item of information, along with other details, 
derives from inscriptions in which he is associated with figures 
who were at the forefront of public attention. His name does not 
appear to be implicated in any of the political struggles of the 
period in question: his markedly religious interests led him to 
cooperate with Lycurgus, taking part in the programme set up 
by the latter which aimed to revive the glorious past of Athens. 
Phanodemus’ interest in aspects pertaining to religious cults is 
reflected in his Atthis, published after 340, of which at least nine 
books are attested (but the total number of books of which it 
was made up is quite likely to have been greater). The 
fragments that have come down to us display a marked interest 
in the most ancient periods and devote their attention 
predominantly to questions involving mythology and the priestly 
class. There are signs of moralistic digs against contemporary 
times and an attitude of patriotism, which led the author to 
eulogise the grandeur of Athens, in line with the programme 
that sought to revive the glory of the past. 

Melanthius. We know very little of the life and works of 
Melanthius, whose chronology is included, roughly speaking, in 
the period between 350 and 270 B.C. His Atthis was made up of 
at least two books, as is clear from the fact that the only 
surviving fragment derives from the second book. He also 


authored a work on the Eleusinian Mysteries, three fragments of 
which have come down to us. 

Demon. Our information concerning Demon is equally 
scanty. We know he was a contemporary of Philochorus, 
because the latter became the butt of Demon’s critical remarks 
in his Atthis. The absence of any reference to the name of 
Demon in the known inscriptions of the period in question could 
imply that he did not take part in political activity. Demon’s 
Atthis must have been a fairly lengthy work, given that the 
subject of the kings who reigned later than the time of the 
Trojan war (thirteenth century B.C.) was not addressed until 
Book IV; moreover, the three surviving fragments likewise dealt 
with the era of the kings and two of these refer to the myth of 
Theseus. Additional fragments of Demon derive from a work On 
Sacrifices and from one On Proverbs, the latter being the piece 
more frequently cited by the ancients. 

Philochorus. The last of the Atthidographers from the 
chronological point of view, Philochorus built upon the heritage 
of his predecessors, showing himself to be a scholar profoundly 
immersed in a great range of antiquarian investigations and 
expressing a cultural approach rather similar to that which, 
shortly thereafter, would characterise the Aristotelian school. 
Our main source for the scanty information on his life is the 
article devoted to him by the Suda lexicon. He is known to have 
been a prophet and a diviner; he was arrested and put to death 
by Antigonus Gonatas because he had sided with Ptolemy 
Philadelphus in the Cremonidean War (267-262), fought by 
Athens, Sparta and Ptolemy Philadelphus against Antigonus. 

The Suda lexicon lists 27 works by Philochorus on a broad 
range of subjects. Among those which are likely to have 
contained decidedly historical material, mention should be 
made of Deliaca, The Founding of Salamis and On the Tetrapolis; 
the work The Olympics may have dealt primarily with 
chronographic material. Other titles display an interest in cultic 
subjects, in accordance with the author’s activity in the sphere 
of divining: On Mantic Art, On Sacrifices, On Feast Days and On 
Mysteries in Athens. Quite a number of his writings deal with 


studies on literary subjects, among which On Euripides and On 

Alcman can be mentioned. Finally, we know of other titles ona 

disparate range of themes, such as On Contracts, On Inventions, 
Attic Inscriptions. 

The last in a tradition, while not remarkable by virtue of its 
length, but nevertheless highly intense, his Atthis very likely 
gathered together the experience and the erudition of the 
earlier works; it was therefore the most appreciated and most 
frequently cited by the ancients. Originally composed of 17 
books, we have over 170 surviving fragments. 


Books I-II covered the most ancient period, i.e. the 
monarchy, up to the establishment of the annual 
archonship (683/2) or up to the archonship of Solon 
(594/3). For this period of Athenian history, Philochorus’ 
Atthis was thus more detailed than that of Androtion 
(though more succinct than that of Phanodemus or 
Demon). Book III reached up to the first part of the fifth 
century, Book IV probably up to the defeat of Athens in the 
Peloponnesian War, Book V as far as 360-357, Book VI to 
322/1 (Lamian War) or to 318/7 (establishment of 
Demetrius of Phalerum’s pro-Macedonian government in 
Athens). From this point onwards, his Atthis expanded the 
narration, three books being devoted to the end of the 
Four Year War (302/1) and the subsequent eight books to 
the period 302-262, with an average of five years per book. 


Philochorus’ Atthis was a work that appears to have been 
strongly dependent on that of Androtion, judging by the fact 
that in the fragments pertaining to the years 400-340 B.C. the 
two authors are often cited together, and in agreement with 
each other. An overview of the content of the books shows that 
Philochorus, in comparison to Androtion, awarded greater 
attention to the mythic and archaic period and gave a rather 
summary account of the period concerning the fifth and the 
fourth century, while resuming a more extensive treatment for 
the decades that were closer to his own time and with which he 
undoubtedly had greater familiarity. 


2.8 Aeneas Tacticus and the military treatises 
2.8.1 The military treatises 


Technical treatises call for specific expertise on part of the 
author, who must be endowed with knowledge of the given 
discipline; furthermore, they have a practical aim as they are 
designed to provide the elements and instruments needed to 
practise it. Therefore the composition of a military treatise not 
only required the author to have had personal experience of 
warfare and it was also intended to act as a handbook 
illustrating the most appropriate behaviour and modes of action 
whenever specific wartime situations arose. The genre of 
military treatises thus stands midway between two apparently 
contrasting approaches: political-military historiography in the 
manner of Thucydides versus strictly technical-scientific 
disciplines; this explains why works of this kind are examined at 
this point of our description. 

The most ancient texts to have come down to us that pertain 
to military subjects date back to the fourth century B.C. We 
noted above that Xenophon composed a work On the Art of 
Horsemanship and another bearing the title The Cavalry 
Commander, both of which dealt with the techniques for 
breaking in a horse and training the cavalry corps. But the first 
work we know to have belonged to this genre - in fact, it was 
long believed, in antiquity, to be the manual par excellence in the 
field of military techniques - is that of Aeneas Tacticus, who lived 
a generation later than Xenophon. During the Hellenistic Age 
and in the subsequent eras, military treatises adopted an 
increasingly technical approach, in response to a growing need 
for the specialist mechanical knowledge required for such 
aspects as the construction of machines and ever more technical 
means of warfare. On the other hand, the field of military tactics 
showed a growing tendency to become a branch of 
historiography, gradually becoming the field of study of 
historians who had personal experience in this sector, as in the 


case of Polybius. 
2.8.2 Aeneas Tacticus 


Elements internal to the surviving parts of the work of Aeneas 
suggest that his figure should be situated in about the middle of 
the fourth century and that he should be regarded as being a 
native of the Peloponnese. We also deduce that he very likely 
obtained direct experience in the military field, possibly by 
serving as a mercenary in Asia Minor. He composed treatises on 
a range of arguments, both economic and military, but the only 
surviving text is NoAtopKnttka (Poliorcetica), literally “Things 
pertaining to sieges.” It dealt with the type of organisation a city 
should adopt in order to resist a siege, putting forward the basic 
argument that in order to ensure an effective system of defence, 
a country must be characterised by a non-conflictual domestic 
situation, inasmuch as excessive economic inequality among the 
various social classes can lead the weakest faction to ally itself 
with the external enemy, thereby driving the whole city to ruin. 
This interest in the economic causes of social conflicts and 
military defeats should be borne in mind, noting that it is in line 
with other studies dating from the same era, such as the 
Oeconomicus by Xenophon. 

Aeneas is probably the most ancient author, among those 
we know, to have used Attic dialect beyond the bounds of 
Athens: his was a choice that made a contribution to the 
formation of the koiné of the Hellenistic Age. 


XII Fourth-Century-B.C. Oratory 


1 Isocrates 


1.1 A global educational project between rhetoric and 
politics 


In the cultural debate that extended from the end of the fifth to 
the first half of the fourth century, one of the major protagonists 
was the orator Isocrates of Athens, who engaged in a polemical 
exchange of ideas with the philosopher Plato and the 
rhetorician Alcidamas. The idiosyncrasy of the intellectual figure 
of Isocrates emerges very clearly from a number of elements. 
He regarded himself as a “philosopher” and this is indeed how 
he wished to be defined (although he certainly cannot be 
defined as such in the sense of formulating a systematic and 
original body of ideas of his own). He refused to be identified 
with the rhétor, i.e. with the figure who takes the floor and 
speaks in public in front of a large gathering, with the hope of 
whipping up support for his own proposal and then of 
presenting a motion to be approved by the vote. In no way did 
Isocrates conceive of his activity as consisting purely in the 
composition of speeches destined to be delivered to the 
people’s assembly. 

Thus rather than shining as an example of active and 
militant oratory, which he did not seem to find particularly 
attractive (it may not be irrelevant that the sources describe him 
as somewhat shy and not endowed with a powerful voice), 
Isocrates is identified with his school and his educational 
project. In the context of training men, i.e. citizens, to play an 
active part in political and civic life, the Isocratean school aimed 
to present itself as exclusive and as superior to other schools. 
First and foremost, it was to surpass the schools run by 
philosophers, but also the schools of rhetoric in the more 
technical sense: he aimed to supply more effective training in 
the basics of discourse techniques so that his pupils would 
succeed in delivering their speeches to the greatest possible 
effect in the assembly. Isocrates never composed a Techné of 
rhetoric. Greek cultural debate was greatly enriched by 
polemical interaction and discussion on the aims and contents 
of education, and by constructive competition regarding which 


form of training should be considered as endowing man with 
the best possible background. As was the case with Thucydides’ 
historiography, Isocratean oratory thus developed into the 
bearer of a pragmatic value that prepared trainees for political 
activity. 

Oratory did not automatically involve exclusively oral 
presentation: convinced of the special nature and superiority of 
the written medium, Isocrates composed his orations directly 
for written publication and in book form, so that they could be 
read and would prompt in-depth reflection. His intention was 
that their efficacy and influence should be long-lasting and not 
confined to a momentary occasion. In this sense, Isocrates 
sought to achieve for oratory something analogous to the goal 
Thucydides set himself for historiography: the creation and 
acquisition of a perennially valid body of learning, with a value 
that would not be restricted to a “one-off” occurrence. Naturally, 
Isocrates certainly wished to sway opinions and even exert quite 
considerable influence over the outcome of the on-going 
political situation, but his underlying aim was to produce a body 
of written works that would communicate stable and long- 
lasting values, thereby providing citizens with a high-level 
educational background. 

Accordingly, his orations were not composed as a speech to 
be delivered orally in the presence of the assembled population, 
and they were never communicated in the spoken form. Their 
character as an occasional and deliberative address is fictitious: 
they are works that were designed to circulate in writing and to 
be used for reading. Thus it is obvious that his adversaries in 
terms of the form of polemical communication could not fail to 
include the rhetor Alcidamas, who argued in favour of the 
superior validity of oral improvised delivery of a speech 
pronounced at a given moment, as compared to the written 
version (cf. below 4.2). Convinced of the primacy of the /ogos, of 
the word, of discourse as a means for transmitting not only 
thought but also values that should be absorbed by the 
enquiring mind, Isocrates unceasingly sought to ensure that the 
sense of commitment as a responsible citizen would be 


accompanied, at the highest possible level, by profound literary 
activity. His school was an institution strongly rooted both in 
society and culture: it enabled pupils to complete, within a time- 
span of no more than a few years, the cycle of courses founded 
on this profound interaction and to receive an education that 
could well be described as reflecting a humanist background. 
Eager learners flocked to his school and his prestige reflected 
the cultural hegemony of Athens. His pupils included statesmen, 
orators and historians; they also reflected a vast range of 
provenances, featuring not only Attica but also other parts of 
the Greek world, such as Asia Minor. 


1.2 Life 


We have information on Isocrates from numerous ancient 
sources, which provide us with extensive information on his life 
and cultural activity. Mention should be made, first and 
foremost, of two of his speeches, Antidosis (i.e. The Exchange of 
Patrimonies) and Panathenaicus; considerable importance also 
attaches to the biography contained within the pseudo- 
Plutarchan Lives of the Ten Orators, and the material by the 
historian and rhetor Dionysius of Halicarnassus is also 
considered significant. In addition, we have an anonymous Life, 
as well as the description transmitted in the Library of the 
Byzantine humanist Photius; further information has come 
down to us from various Roman and Byzantine sources as well, 
including the Suda lexicon. 

Isocrates was born in 436 B.C. in the Attic deme of Erchia; his 
family was well-off and was able to provide him with an 
excellent education. He was a disciple of Gorgias and also of 
Socrates, although the latter did not exert any special influence 
over him. Other sources report that the Sophist Prodicus and 
the moderate oligarchic politician Theramenes were among his 
teachers. His family’s wealth was lost during the Peloponnesian 
War, and the oration Antidosis shows that he then had to face 
serious financial difficulties. It is surmised that he consequently 
devoted himself, perhaps for as long as about ten years, from 


403 to 393 - as Lysias also did - to the job of logography, namely 
to writing orations for a fee, an activity that he was later to deny. 
If this reconstruction is valid, the six judicial orations that have 
survived should belong to this period, but it cannot be ruled out 
that the reconstruction is fallacious and that these orations are 
fictitious, i.e. that they are models he composed as examples for 
teaching purposes. 

The decisive event in his life was his decision to set up a 
school of eloquence in Athens, in around 390, after an early 
teaching experience which he is traditionally said to have had in 
Chios. Within a relatively short space of time, Isocrates’ school 
became very successful, drawing disciples from all over Greece 
and becoming as famous as the major schools. Among his 
pupils he had figures who were destined to become part of the 
intellectual elite of the time, such as Theopompus and Ephorus, 
whom Isocrates himself is said to have oriented towards their 
activity as historiographers, the general and politician 
Timotheus and also the rhetors Lycurgus and Hyperides. 

A date shortly after the opening of the school (around 390) 
is assigned to his oration Against the Sophists, in which Isocrates 
gives a clearly stated description of his position as a teacher of 
eloquence, in contrast to the rhetors and philosophers of the 
day. An only slightly later date is quoted for the Sophistic paignia 
bearing the titles Helen and Busiris, whereby he entered into 
rhetorical competition with Gorgias and also with Polycrates. In 
380 he published his Panegyricus, one of his masterpieces, which 
we will describe in greater detail further on (cf. below 1.3.2). 

Following the Theban destruction of Plataea, he wrote the 
fictitious discourse Plataicus in about 373, in which he imagined 
that a citizen of Plataea turned to the Athenians with a request 
for help in rebuilding the city. Here the polemic was directed 
against one of the great powers of the time, Thebes, a rival of 
Athens. The same markedly anti-Theban attitude can be 
observed in Archidamus, which dated from 366 B.C.: in the 
fictitious description imagined by Isocrates, the oration is 
portrayed as if it were delivered orally by the king of Sparta, 
Archidamus III, the son of Agesilaus, during the period of 


Theban hegemony following the Spartan defeat in the 371 battle 
of Leuctra. 

A slightly earlier date is assigned to the open letter To 
Nicocles, in which Isocrates addresses a few suggestions to this 
king of Salamis on Cyprus concerning the duties of a sovereign, 
whereas 368 is known to have been the date of the fictitious 
speech Nicocles or the Cyprians, where it is the king himself who 
voices admiration for a moderate and enlightened type of 
monarchic regime. The encomium Evagoras, a funeral 
encomium for Nicocles’ father, is generally dated to 365: in this 
speech Isocrates boasts of being the initiator of the prose 
encomium. All these compositions directly testify to Isocrates’ 
interest in a form of eloquence that did not stand aloof from the 
problems of the political situation of the day: rather, his interest 
focuses on the task of educating and guiding those who exercise 
power in politics and in general the ruling class. 

During the years of the Social War (357-355), which broke 
out due to the rebellion of a group of allies against the dominion 
imposed by Athens, Isocrates composed the Areopagiticus and 
the oration On the Peace, which we will discuss in greater detail 
further on (cf. below 1.3.2). His oration Antidosis dates from a 
few years later: here Isocrates defends himself against a certain 
Lysimachus who points out that the school of eloquence had 
become financially rather successful (an observation extensively 
confirmed by the tradition, according to which Isocrates had 
become extremely rich); consequently, Lysimachus was 
allegedly planning to encumber him with the heavy financial 
burden of fitting out a trireme (earlier we described the 
Athenian mechanism of the antidosis, cf. The Classical Age III 
1.2.4). After the peace of Philocrates, in 346, Isocrates composed 
the speech entitled To Philip, dedicated to the king of 
Macedonia, which provoked polemical reactions from his 
disciples. His last work was the Panathenaicus, composed 
between 342 and 339, when Isocrates was over ninety years of 
age: further in-depth investigation of this discourse and also of 
his other works will be given below (cf. 1.3.2). 

He died a few years later, perhaps in 338, the very year of 


the battle of Chaeronea: the tradition relates that he allowed 
himself to die of hunger after hearing the announcement of the 
crushing defeat of Athens and its allies in the battle against 
Philip of Macedonia, which effectively brought the freedom of 
the Greek poleis to an end. 


1.3 The Isocratean corpus 


Despite his interest in rhetoric, Isocrates left no written Techné 
rhetoriké. The corpus of his works includes orations and epistles; 
a number of fragments of lost orations have also come down to 
us. Even in antiquity the orations that were regarded as 
genuinely authentic already numbered around 20, plus 9 
epistles, but the overall corpus attributed to him amounted to 
60 works, many of which were, however, the outcome of 
imitation by later authors. As mentioned, 6 orations belong to 
the genre pertaining to law and the judiciary, although we 
cannot be sure whether they were genuine speeches and, 
correspondingly, whether they testify to real-world logo-graphic 
work: Against Euthynus (403 or 402 B.C.), Against Callimachus 
(401), Against Lochites (composed between 402 and 396), The 
Team of Horses (396 or 395), Trapeziticus (394 or 391) and 
Aegineticus (391 or 390). But the two sectors in which Isocrates’ 
production was most prolific, and on which we will now 
concentrate, are epideictic orations and those focusing on 
political topics, addressed to a panhellenic audience. We have 
already briefly mentioned some of these speeches in the 
description of his biography and his professional career as an 
orator; here we will examine in greater depth the contents and 
characteristics of the most important orations. 


1.3.1 The epideictic orations 


The most ancient is the discourse Against the Sophists, usually 
dated to around 390, namely to the period when Isocrates 
opened his school. It was a speech in which he delineated the 


principles of his approach to teaching, adopting a polemical 
attitude towards other schools, and above all against the two 
types of Sophists. On one side there stood the “Eristics,” i.e., the 
masters of controversy who taught how to win an argument 
whatever the background situation, not disdaining to make use 
of deliberately intricate dialectics and independently of the 
validity - or otherwise - of the line of reasoning; they also 
claimed to offer theories in the field of ethics and to teach how 
to achieve happiness. The other side was the terrain of the 
masters of rhetoric who were determined to teach political 
oratory with a more schematic approach, without taking into 
account their pupils’ natural aptitude or practical experience; he 
also opposed those who restricted their own activity to technai 
for judicial oratory. Isocratean teaching took place within the 
school, lessons being devoted to continuous reading and 
reflection together with the teacher, who guided the pupils in 
such tasks as text comprehension and also put forward models 
to be imitated that would teach the pupils how to build up 
persuasive arguments. In short, Isocrates’ pupils were given a 
level of cultural training that would enable them to produce a 
logos that would be not only perfect in form but also valid in its 
contents. 

The two orations Helen and Busiris probably date from not 
long after the above mentioned speeches. Both of these were 
very clearly composed as practice in delivering Sophistic 
Orations, and they were thus presented at the school as part of 
the learning experience. Helen was probably designed as a 
polemical tract (although this is not explicitly stated) aimed 
against the work by Gorgias on the same theme, arguing that it 
was a defence of the character, Helen, rather than an 
encomium. Here too there is no lack of polemical sections, 
above all against the philosophers Antisthenes and Plato. 
Isocrates firmly states that his aim is to teach his pupils to form 
an opinion on the topics that are most likely to be of relevance 
for those who will find themselves operating within the world of 
politics. Busiris is composed in an epistolary form, addressed to 
the contemporary rhetor Polycrates, who was the author of an 


Encomium of Busiris (as well as of an Accusation of Socrates). 
Busiris was an Egyptian king who was in the habit of sacrificing 
his guests and was killed by Heracles. While Polycrates’ Sophistic 
exercise inverted the negative image of the character and 
offered a eulogy of him, Isocrates criticised his adversary’s 
encomium by putting himself in the position of the latter, with 
the twofold effect of teaching how to compose an encomium 
and, additionally, of showing how to pick an opponent’s 
argument to pieces. 


1.3.2 The political orations 


One of the works that is most significant as an illustration of 
Isocrates’ manner of composing is the Panegyricus, written over 
a period of fifteen years and presented to the public in 380, on 
the occasion of the most important tavnyuptc (panégyris, 
“general meeting”) of the Greek world, namely the Olympic 
Games. Isocrates takes up motifs found in the Olympic speeches 
of Gorgias and Lysias that heaped praise on Athens: his 
intention is to use them as models and emulate them, in order 
to demonstrate his own superiority. Isocrates, like his 
predecessors, considered concord among the Greek poleis to be 
fundamental in seeking to mount resistance against Persia, the 
historic enemy of Hellas. Athens should be recognised, he 
argued, as having hegemony over the Greek states, on account 
of the historic and cultural role the city had exercised in the past. 
A major portion of Isocrates’ speech is thus devoted to 
applauding Athens, portrayed as the leading promoter of Greek 
civilisation. Since, for these very reasons, it was unacceptable 
that Athens and Greece should find themselves in a state of 
subordination to foreign powers, what was needed was to 
attack the Persian empire, which had already been defeated by 
Athens and Sparta in ancient times, and to abolish the peace of 
Antalcidas, held to be shameful (180-181): 


He [the Persian King] forced us to write it on stone pillars 


and set them up in the precincts of the temples, a much 
finer victory trophy than all those set up after a battle (...) 
Thus, it is right to be angry about this and consider how 
we might get revenge for what happened and correct our 
course in the future. 


Another significant section (47-50) concerns Isocrates’ great 
praise of Jogos. He maintains that the beauty and art of orations 
cannot be produced by persons who are worthless, but only by 
intellectually and morally superior beings, inasmuch as it is Jogos 
that not only distinguishes us from animals, but also reveals the 
individual’s educational and cultural achievement. 

With regard to the Areopagiticus, although some scholars 
have voiced doubts on its dating, there seems to be general 
agreement on the traditional chronology that sets it in 355 or 
354, after the Social War of the allies against Athens. What 
Isocrates proposed, reviving motifs that were traditionally linked 
to antidemocratic propaganda, was that the Areopagus, the 
ancient and venerated constitutional law court and tribunal of 
Athens, should have all its functions reinstated, thereby 
repealing the notable limits that had been imposed on the court 
by the democratic programme of Ephialtes more than a century 
earlier, in 462 B.C. In the opening passage of his speech, 
Isocrates, referring to his own time, accused the Athenian 
democracy of his day of having allowed rampant corruption to 
take hold and made a general reference to the revival of the 
ancient constitution of Solon and Cleisthenes as a remedy for 
the present crisis. He then enumerated the positive 
characteristics of the aforementioned governments, reserving 
special praise for the function of the Areopagus, the guardian of 
the city’s morals. Without offering an in-depth analysis of the 
problems of his day, Isocrates extolled in strongly rhetorical 
phraseology the timocratic government of the past, thus taking 
on the function of the mouthpiece of a moderate oligarchic 
ideology. This is the only Isocratean speech on themes of 
domestic Athenian politics. 

Problems of assigning an appropriate date also arise for the 


oration On the Peace. The context to which it refers concerns the 
events involved in the Social War (357-355 B.C.), which saw the 
allies of the second naval League rebel against the hegemony of 
Athens, to which only the Cycladic islands, Euboea and a few 
areas of the northern Aegean remained faithful. In the view of 
some scholars, the oration dates to the period of the war, 
namely to 356, whereas others argue that it was delivered after 
the conflict had come to an end, in 355; still others have 
conjectured that a twofold redaction of the speech was drawn 
up, and have dated it to 352. Feigning to address the Athenian 
ekklésia, Isocrates express the need to re-establish peace with 
the allies, though the arguments he invoks are rather vague. 
After criticising the political situation in Athens, the core of the 
Oration then turned to an attack on the imperialism of the city, 
arguing that its attitude was unjust, unrealisable, pointless and 
above all the cause of economic decadence and internal moral 
degradation (74): 


You would understand best that it is not to your advantage 
to acquire a naval empire if you examine the condition of 
the city before obtaining that power and its condition after 
you acquired it. If you think about the two situations in 
comparison with one another, you will understand how 
many evils the empire has caused our city. 


The aggressive attitude towards foreign states, especially 
against the allies, is argued to have resulted in distrust and 
hatred towards Athens, thereby leading to a deterioration of 
international relations throughout Hellas. Here too, Isocrates 
engaged in his familiar comparison between Athens in the past 
and Athens in the present, asserting the superiority of the polis 
of Miltiades, Themistocles and Aristides in comparison with the 
subsequent developments of radical democracy. This was 
followed by the attack - likewise topical - against the 
demagogues who had cast the démos into a state of indolence 
and powerlessness by setting up a tyranny under the guise of a 
democratic regime. 


The definitive redaction of To Philip, an oration dedicated to 
the king of Macedonia, should be dated to around 346 B.C., 
immediately after the peace of Philocrates between Athens and 
the Macedonians. Isocrates addressed his oration to Philip, who 
is portrayed as the possible guide of a confederation of Greek 
states designed to re-establish homonoia (“concord, harmony”) 
in Greece; the speech also sets out an additional objective, 
namely that the king should assume the leadership of a military 
expedition against the Persians. Of these two goals, peace 
among Greeks and war against Persia, the former was regarded 
by Isocrates as the most crucial. It is this programmatic proposal 
that lies at the root of the different interpretations put forward 
by modern scholars, who in some cases have eulogised 
Isocrates for his foresight in envisaging later developments of 
Greek international policy, while at other times the finger has 
been pointed at Isocrates, more or less accusing him of 
betraying the values of freedom and independence of the polis 
that had been so highly extolled by Demosthenes (cf. below) 
during those very years. It is interesting to note that at the 
beginning of the oration (17-18), Isocrates mentions the 
reactions aroused among his disciples by the choice of recipient 
to whom the speech was addressed: 


When I revealed to them that I was going to send you [to 
Philip] a discourse (...) they were so upset, thinking that I 
might have taken leave of my senses because of my old 
age, that they dared to reproach me, although they had 
not been accustomed to doing this before.” 


The need to react against such charges led to the words of 
praise in favour of Philip and to the assertion that only the 
Macedonian sovereign, with his influence and authority, would 
succeed in achieving an agreement among Athens, Sparta, 
Argos and Thebes, the four Hellenic states that were constantly 
at loggerheads with one another and were thus a major source 
of instability in Greece. The epilogue (149) returns to the themes 
addressed in the exordium: 


(But) if the argument is up to the same standard as what I 
have circulated before, you should not think that my age 
discovered it but that some divine force brought it forth, 
not out of consideration for me but from concern for 
Greece. 


An extremely complex line of argument is put forward in 
Panathenaicus, the lengthy oration extolling Athens fictitiously 
delivered at the city festival of the Panathenaic Games. In the 
Opening section, Isocrates claims to have begun Panathenaicus 
at the age of 94, and in the epilogue he asserts that he wrote it 
in three years and concluded it when he was 97. Therefore the 
speech was composed between 342 and 339, when Macedonian 
hegemony over Greece had already become an indisputable 
fact. However, it does not present any clear references to the 
actual historical situation of Isocrates’ time: rather, it is 
characterised by a markedly scholastic approach, with various 
“meta-oratorical” features, i.e. moments where reflection on the 
significance of Isocratean rhetoric and philosophy predominate 
over the other lines of argument. The oration is structured in 
such a manner as to culminate in the encomium of Athens, set 
in contraposition to Sparta, its historic rival. The structure of the 
speech is, however, extremely complex in the arrangement of its 
contents, so much so that many have blamed the orator’s now 
advanced age for its apparently disorganised nature. Certainly, 
the central message, the encomium of Athens, allows room for 
many autobiographical details as well as a defence of Isocrates’ 
educational model: a sort of apologia for his modus operandi, at 
the end of a long life. Among the most significant parts of the 
Opening section, it is worth mentioning the explanation of his 
decision - made in his early years - to operate in the framework 
of the school and the field of epideictic oratory (11): 


I retreated to the life of philosophy and hard work and 
writing down my thoughts, choosing not to treat trivial 
things like private contracts or things that others babble 
on about, but the affairs of Greeks and kings and our city. 


This is the concept around which the aged Isocrates built up his 
self-defence, arguing against those who, motivated by envy, 
accused him of undermining the traditional educational system 
and of scorning the cultural approach professed by the Sophists. 
Isocrates maintained that while his paideia in no way sought to 
reject the tradition of his fathers, it aimed to found its line of 
argument on the pragmatic nature of culture acquired through 
a learning process, on a wise and measured relation with others, 
inner balance, moderation, wisdom and modesty. After the 
introduction, the narratio presents an overview of the history of 
Athens designed to glorify its achievements and its political and 
cultural role in Greece. 


1.3.3 The Letters 


A total of nine letters have come down to us, constituting the 
most important body of correspondence from the fourth 
century, together with that of Plato. However, doubts on their 
authenticity have been raised with regard to both collections. 
The letters (some are only proems) are addressed to figures 
from the world of politics and belong to various different 
periods: the most ancient dates from before 367 and is 
addressed to Dionysius II of Syracuse; the two addressed to 
Philip of Macedonia are from 344 and 338 (very shortly after 
Chaeronea and therefore just before his death). The central 
theme in both letters is an exhortation to engage in a policy of 
friendship towards Athens and all Greeks, against Persia. A short 
epistle is also addressed to Alexander and accompanied a lost 
letter to his father Philip, on the subject of the education of the 
future sovereign and the choice of tutor (as we know, the choice 
was to fall on Aristotle). 


1.4 Anew approach to teaching and rhetoric: education, 
culture, ethics, form 


Isocrates was not only an orator, but a sort of maitre a penser 


who exerted vast and significant cultural influence in the Greece 
of his day and, subsequently, throughout the classical world. He 
refrained from directly taking part in active political life: this was 
a choice based on reasons he frequently emphasised, 
characterising his decisions in a manner that fully does justice to 
his intellectual identity. For instance, in Panathenaicus (10), 
recalling his past, he claims that he did not, as a young man, 
have “a beautiful voice and a strong character,” which were 
indispensable prerequisites for a successful performance in the 
assemblies that lay at the heart of Athenian political life. In 
actual fact, however, while these snippets of information were 
attractive to biographers and became popular in the tradition, it 
was his cultural programme that had a novel and distinctive 
identity enabling it to stand out in comparison to the previous 
style and to build up its system on new concepts. He outlined his 
ideas in a number of speeches: from the oration Against the 
Sophists, composed during the same period as the opening of 
the school and thus designed as a programmatic “Manifesto,” 
to the speeches Antidosis and Panathenaicus, in which the orator, 
close to the end of his life, reflected on his work and (under the 
pretext of defending himself against “envious” adversaries) 
highlighted its positive moral influence and social effectiveness. 
The establishment of a complete and self-contained 
educational course, i.e. of a €yKUKALOG Tlatdela (enkyklios paideia, 
“circular - i.e. complete - education”) capable of endowing the 
individual with global knowledge formed the basis of the 
Isocratean educational programme. With this perspective in 
mind, Isocrates opted to reject the name of rhétor, and chose 
instead to include his system in the vast field of philosophy. He 
did not plan to give his disciples an education in which he would 
merely instruct them in the techné of eloquence without 
devoting special attention to any particular discipline: rather, he 
aimed to provide them with a broad-based cultural background 
in the humanities, which would include the entire range of 
human disciplines (with the exception of scientific knowledge). 
A central role in his teaching programme was played by the 
concept of culture, tratéeta (paideia). Culture, in Isocrates’ view, 


was the crucial element that led men to approach and 
congregate together or distinguish themselves from one 
another: the name of “Greeks,” he argued in Panegyricus (50), 
did not so much identify a people as, rather, the cultural 
tradition shared by a group of persons. It is here that the idea of 
panhellenism took root and great favour; this development 
went hand in hand with the rise of the aversion towards the 
barbarians, i.e. towards the Persians, regarded as those who 
stood outside this cultural identity. This was a position which 
some regarded as obstinately conservative and anachronistic, 
inasmuch as it was based on the conception - traceable back to 
archaic times - of the opposition between the Orient and the 
West, and it was still influenced by a deep-seated fear, the 
ancient roots of which dated back to a century earlier, namely to 
the era of the Persian invasions. In contrast, during the very 
same years when Isocrates was still worried about Persia’s 
expansionist intentions and saw Philip of Macedonia as a Greek 
who ought to take matters in hand and act in such a manner as 
to encourage unity among the Greeks against the barbarians, 
Demosthenes was engaged in his political programme of 
Opposition and denigration of Philip’s Macedonia, fearing that 
Philip’s hegemony would prove to be a genuine threat that 
could crush the freedom of the Greek poleis. 

Isocrates’ teaching was addressed to young aristocrats of 
the whole of Greece, and he charged a high fee for his lessons. 
It was a training course that lasted three or four years and was 
by no means restricted to learning a body of rather abstract 
concepts: instead, it aimed to create the practical and theoretical 
basis for achieving personal success, whether as a politician or 
as a private citizen. In this perspective, the school, which was 
extremely successful throughout the Hellenic world, did not set 
itself the aim of achieving truth, virtue or happiness, all of which 
were more or less unachievable objectives, in Isocrates’ view. 

As can be read in the speech Against the Sophists, a disciple 
was required to acquire competence in the topoi (main points) 
of a subject and learn how to embellish them with appropriate 
enthymémata, that is to say, the most suitable modes of putting 


forward a well-reasoned and effective argument. In this 
perspective, the Jogos was seen as the crucial element capable 
of exerting an effect on events and of thereby demonstrating 
one’s moral and intellectual excellence. Rhythm and appropriate 
lexical choice were fundamental in ensuring that a speech would 
prove to be persuasive. The master’s teaching method, which 
achieved its greatest effect through readings of his orations and 
also by means of his students’ practice sessions, was designed 
to enable each student to develop his innate potential by 
building on the school’s three cardinal elements: nature, theory 
and practice. 

In the strictly rhetorical context, Isocrates placed great 
emphasis on the formal perfection of a speech independently of 
its practical aim; on the other hand, he asserted the superiority 
of the written over the spoken form and of prose over poetry. 
Accordingly, it can be said that Isocrates’ cultural and 
educational role was fully in line with fourth-century-B.C. values, 
in which oratory stood at the meeting point between the 
Gorgian style of speech delivery, which awarded priority to 
Orality and the effectiveness of the immediate impact of the 
logos on listeners, versus a new approach founded on the 
growing spread of books as well as personal, reflective reading. 
To gain greater insight into the position of Isocrates as the 
prestigious representative of this debate, significant information 
can be gleaned from the work by Alcidamas, On the Writers of 
Written Speeches or On the Sophists (cf. The Classical Age XII 4.2), in 
which the polemic against the preparatory exercise and the 
labor limae involved in drafting an oration is tacitly directed 
against Isocrates. As critical assessments have made clear, this 
conflict set the polis of the past, based as it was on the concept 
of direct participation of citizens in public life, against the fourth- 
century city, which was gradually losing its independence. The 
role of Isocrates in the city was markedly different from that of 
orators such as Demosthenes, Aeschines or Hyperides, and it 
was only partially expressed through institutional forms of the 
state: as Isocrates declared in his orations, he considered 
himself a symbouleu6dn, a “counsellor,” who advised the Greeks 


with regard to what was useful and advantageous, but only 
insofar as concerned questions of the utmost importance. No 
longer did Isocrates address his message only to the polis: 
rather, he spoke to the whole of Greece, portraying himself as 
the initiator of a new panhellenic vision of politics and culture. 

Isocrates’s viewpoint thus displayed a polemical attitude 
towards the oratory of the past, but also towards the prevailing 
approach of his own day, based as they both were on 
improvisation and often on modes of expression that were not 
well suited to the importance of the subject under discussion. 
The type of culture Isocrates favoured, which was based on the 
logos graphikos - that is to say, on discourse which made use of 
the written medium - awarded a major role to refinement of the 
aspects involved in carefully building a convincing speech. He 
thus paid considerable attention not only to refining the formal 
elements and their effect on the aesthetic plane, but also to the 
impact of an oration on the listeners. He believed that the 
success of a speech depended crucially on a good command of 
the /exis, i.e. on style and formal means. Thus with Isocrates the 
aim pursued by a speech underwent a change: no longer was it 
intended to sway citizens’ opinions during the assemblies (we 
noted earlier that Isocrates was rather scornful both of judicial 
and also of militant political oratory); rather, the effectiveness of 
an oration should be judged above all in terms of the elegance 
and appropriateness of the formal elements in which it is 
garbed. Accordingly, an orator can re-propose themes already 
addressed by earlier authors, as the new arrangement of the 
subject-matter and stylistic innovation will guarantee its 
“originality,” its value and success. Isocrates’ speeches were 
composed over prolonged periods of time and had as their 
audience the great panhellenic assemblies and the disciples of 
his school. He thereby not only became a model for prose made 
of balance and harmony, but he also exerted profound influence 
over the attitude towards models and their emulation. 


1.5 Isocrates’ political ideas 


Isocrates’ output extended over almost a whole century: he thus 
experienced the most significant events of the age and the 
radical transformation of the Greek world during the phase 
leading up to hegemony of Macedonia. This prolonged period of 
time bears witness to number of changes in Isocrates’ opinions 
and judgement of on-going developments, above all as regards 
his assessment of the international role of Athens. 

Isocrates very soon began to feel the need for a 
panhellenism that would overcome the forms of individualism 
that had resulted in the weakness of Greece, divided and riven 
by discord as it had become. At first he supported a coalition of 
Greek states within the orbit of Athens, the latter seen as the 
supreme leader of culture and the emblem of Greek supremacy 
over the barbarians. This was a dream founded on the idea of 
homonoia: Isocrates contemplated it more than once in his work, 
from Panegyricus to Panathenaicus. But there were other 
moments when he abandoned the utopia of Athenian 
leadership in favour of a more realistic and pragmatic project of 
a union of the Greek poleis, which as individual self-sustained 
entities had by now entered a period of irremediable decline. 
They could be brought together under the guidance and 
command of Macedonia, the only power capable of dealing with 
the rivalry among the different states and the (actually by now 
trifling) threat of the barbarians. Thus in Isocrates’ thought the 
anachronism resulting from laying all the blame on the 
presumed Persian threat was accompanied by the perspicacious 
intuition of the imminent passing of the centuries-old 
particularism of the Greek poleis. 

As far as domestic policy was concerned, Isocrates was a 
strong supporter of a moderate democracy that would not be 
distorted by the excesses of demagogy which had been among 
the adverse effects of radical democracy. However, this vision 
was frequently expressed in terms of an idealisation of the 
Athenian constitution of the past, thereby resulting in a lack of a 
realistic vision of the present. By the same token, although his 
constant appeal to the achievements of bygone times and his 
use of exempla drawn from fifth-century history exerted marked 


influence within his school, one gains the impression that the 
quest for “classical” models to be revived and revitalised was a 
somewhat contrived operation. Despite its profound ideal 
significance, it was hardly likely to have proved very effective, 
especially in the light of the corrupt and deceitful political 
behaviour of the time, as shown by Demosthenes. To this should 
be added that the quest for fine words and clever sentence 
construction often appears to be preponderant in comparison 
to the real content of the message or the concreteness of this 
historical-political description. 


1.6 Language and style 


Isocrates is one of the most representative authors of Attic 
prose. As pointed out above, he believed that the importance 
and value of the form of language was in no way inferior to that 
of the content. His teachings included specific indications on 
language and style: an orator should choose a lexical choice 
close to habitual usage and only moderately ornate; he should 
avoid hiatus and unpleasant sounds (such as those due to the 
repetition of the same syllable); he should choose a rhythm that 
would be pleasing to the ear, while at the same time avoiding 
poetic metres; his sentences should be well constructed and 
rigorous as far as the parts of speech are concerned, because 
careful positioning of the words in a sentence and the desire to 
achieve euphony should not result in an artificial effect. 
Isocrates’ use of figures of speech, unlike that of Gorgias, is 
moderate and well-thought-out: a complete sentence should be 
balanced and harmonious, without indulging in deliberate 
poetic effects. In short, this approach is the triumph of the 
distinction between prose and poetry, between the rhythm of an 
overall sentence and the metre of a line of poetry: its ideal is a 
sober and measured style, aloof from excesses and facile 
effects, rational and carefully focused on the subjects: a style 
that endeavours to achieve dignified and noble decorum, 
seeking to be persuasive through careful control over form and 
attention to appropriate construction of the thought embodied 


in the sentence. 

His overall sentence construction is less flashy than that of 
Gorgias, rejecting not only the plethora of figures of speech and 
poetic elements appearing in Gorgias, but also the short 
sentence favoured by the latter that were designed to create a 
special effect. Despite these differences, Isocrates’ prose is no 
less carefully crafted and disciplined. An important aspect of his 
prose resides in the enthymémata, that is to say, the arguments 
based on an elaborate logical-conceptual framework, well 
expressed by means of extensive and carefully structured 
paragraphs. This approach to sentence and paragraph structure 
can be aptly defined by that which Aristotle terms AE€Etc 
KATEOTPAHHEVN (lexis katestrammené), i.e. the predominantly 
hypotactic style, composed of fairly long sentences that are 
formed of various subordinate members (this was mentioned 
earlier in our description of the work of Herodotus: cf. The 
Classical Age IX 2.7). Isocrates’ prose is extensively present in 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric, above all in the description of the contrast 
between the style designed for recitation, i.e. the manner of 
speech intended to be used in a judicial context or in the 
assembly, versus the style that was far removed from easy and 
immediate comprehension and was designed, instead, for 
private reading. The latter style was known as the A€Etc ypawtKn 
(lexis graphiké), i.e. the written style, of which he is certainly a 
canonical representative. Bearing in mind the obvious 
distinctions, it can certainly be said that the difference is 
reminiscent of the contrast between Herodotus and Thucydides, 
between a form of historiography that seeks to be appreciated 
by the public that listens to the oral reading, versus one that is 
addressed only to a reader who meditates upon its pages. For 
these reasons, Isocrates marked a truly fundamental stage in 
the history of the art of prose in antiquity. 


2 Demosthenes 


2.1 Oratory and militant politics: deliberative discourse or 


démégoria 


In the view of ancient critics, Demosthenes was a writer who 
devoted great attention to form, always careful to produce a 
polished writing style. He was the undisputed model of militant 
political oratory, of the deliberative speech delivered in the 
presence of the assembly with a competitive tone anda 
vehement style, in the thick of the aggressive rivalry and clashes 
among factions and ideas. His enthusiastic and deeply felt 
support for Athens, its history and its democratic institutions 
went hand in hand with his determined and passionate defence 
of the independence of the polis, or rather, of all the Greek 
poleis, against foreign interference, against the arrival of an 
absolute power, against loss of freedom. Unlike Isocrates, 
Demosthenes was a man fully engaged in the political life of the 
Greek cities and the Athens of his time: he took part actively and 
passionately in their contrasts and developments. 

It appears that during the period following the death of 
Pericles (429), and above all as a result of the manners and ways 
promoted by demagogues such as Cleon, the speeches of the 
YEVOG OUUBOUAEUTLKOV (genos sumbouleutikon), the démégoriai, 
had lost the eloquence of the great politicians, who had 
delivered powerful and passionate speeches yet expressed 
themselves in a moderate and well-reasoned tone. This now 
gave way to aggressive and unbalanced tones that did not 
refrain from invective, at times taking on quite violent tones, 
with the speaker exacerbating the atmosphere by resorting to 
exaggerated gesturing. The atmosphere of the debate thus 
became fraught and extreme, making it difficult to stay within 
the limits of a calm and in-depth presentation of the arguments. 
This was the oratory of the rhétor, the person who takes the 
floor during the assembly and determinedly sways the people in 
his favour, totally disregarding any consideration of the 
arguments without going too far, and devoting himself, instead, 
to cleverly manoeuvring his position in a frequently tumultuous 
and frenzied situation. 

The orations by Demosthenes which have come down to us 


were long considered to be veritable démégoriai that were 
genuinely pronounced in a context of this kind. Modern criticism 
has, however, made a substantial step towards awareness that 
the situation may be less clear-cut than was believed. There is 
growing realisation that the elevated formal structure (which 
was in fact already noted in antiquity, and led to the idea that 
Demosthenes was a model of careful attention to style) was 
unlikely to have closely reflected the actual words and sentences 
pronounced in the frenzied atmosphere of the assemblies, and 
even less so in the period of conflict-ridden relations with 
Philip’s Macedonia and the internal clashes it provoked. Modern 
scholars have thus split into two opposing camps: on the one 
side, it is argued that the Demosthenic orations that have come 
down to us are more or less the exact texts of the démégoriai 
genuinely delivered in spoken form at the actual moment of the 
assembly, while the opposite camp claims they are far from 
reflecting the actual reality of debate in the assembly. In the 
latter case, the texts of his speeches are quite likely to have been 
radically different from their spoken form, and they may well 
have been written separately and a posteriori as a tool for 
political-ideological propaganda (therefore they could, in a 
sense, be seen as political pamphlets). What is certain is that 
Demosthenes was directly in charge of the publication of his 
own works, but this need not mean that such an operation 
consisted in producing something totally and radically different 
as compared to the genuine speeches delivered in the 
assemblies. 

Thus in reflecting on the nature of classical oratory, the first 
question we need to ask is whether the type of speech delivered 
in the assembly always had the same characteristics and was 
constantly of the worst type known to us, namely rough and 
unsophisticated, improvised and coarse. We know that 
Demosthenes’ adversaries made disparaging remarks about the 
great attention he devoted to preparation of his speeches, as 
well about the way he cleverly arranged the arguments in 
defence of his ideas and his meticulous attention to the form in 
which they were cast. These objections depict a situation that 


was far removed from improvisation or off-the-cuff exploitation 
of the typical means and methods of a demagogue. On the 
contrary, the resulting picture with regard to Demosthenes is 
suggestive of a form of oratory which, although designed to be 
delivered orally in the full flush of a crowded and tumultuous 
assembly, was nonetheless carefully prepared and polished at 
length, deploying all the skill and commitment that were his 
innate gifts. This intense preparatory work was crucial, he felt, in 
order to deal appropriately with a situation he regarded as 
extremely serious; and the assembly was the crucial moment 
when a decision would be made that was of the greatest 
concern above all for Demosthenes himself. Furthermore, it is 
vital not to ignore the fact that the choice between careful and 
thorough preparation versus careless and rough improvisation 
did not depend merely on the type of occasion - specifically, in 
this case, assembly oratory - but also on the level of the 
characters involved. In other words, Demosthenes was no 
Pytheas, the pro-Macedonian who chided him for the “lamplight 
odour” of his speeches, alluding to his prolonged nocturnal 
sessions devoted to preparation for the assembly. The most 
probable scenario is that Demosthenes revised and published 
orations he had prepared for the assembly sessions, in order to 
turn them into a means of political-ideological propaganda. The 
lesson of Isocrates had not been in vain. 


2.2 Life 


With regard to the life of Demosthenes, who was considered by 
the ancients to be the political orator par excellence, we have a 
fairly substantial range of quite detailed information. The main 
sources are Demosthenes’ speeches themselves, together with 
those of Aeschines, his main opponent. To these should be 
added the following: the biography written by Plutarch (ca. 50- 
120 A.D.), who, in his Lives, places Demosthenes on a par with 
Cicero, the greatest Latin orator; the biography contained in the 
pseudo-Plutarchan Lives of the Ten Orators; the biographies by 
Libanius, Zosimus, Photius and the account contained in the 


Suda lexicon. 

Demosthenes was born in 384 B.C. in Athens, in the deme of 
Paeania. His family was well-off: his father owned two factories, 
one producing weapons and the other furniture. He lost his 
father when he was seven years old, and his estate, entrusted to 
dishonest guardians, dwindled from fifteen talents to just one. 
As soon as he came of age, he decided to learn the art of oratory 
from Isaeus, who was an expert in inheritance law (cf. below 
4.1). He was twenty when he denounced first one of his 
guardians, Aphobus, and then also the other one, Onetor. 
Demosthenes argued his case himself and delivered his first 
speeches in the courtroom. The case was extremely lengthy and 
complicated: three orations against Aphobus and two against 
Onetor have survived. He won the case, but regained no more 
than a portion of his lost inheritance: accordingly, and 
galvanised by his success, as was the case with Lysias before 
him and perhaps also Isocrates, he devoted himself to 
remunerative activity as a logographer, composing judicial 
orations for a fee. 

The biographic tradition has preserved an information which 
relates that Demosthenes, who was slight of build and had a 
rather faint voice, worked hard at trying to produce a diction 
that would capture the listeners’ attention, firstly in the law- 
courts and then in crowded and noisy assemblies such as that of 
Athens. The story has it that in order to strengthen his voice 
production and learn to speak more loudly, he practised along 
the sea shore, competing with the crashing sound of the waves; 
and then, to improve his pronunciation he is said to have held 
small pebbles in his mouth; furthermore, unsatisfied with his 
gestures and his manner of declaiming, he apparently had 
himself closed up for months at a time in an underground room 
or ina cave, with his head half shaven so that it would have 
been far too humiliating for him to venture outside and 
abandon his self-imposed task of voice practice. According to 
the ancients, an actor, a certain Andronicus, was influential in 
enabling Demosthenes to take a decisive step in his career as an 
orator: confiding to the latter that although his speeches were 


perfect in their form, they were terribly boring in the way they 
were presented, the actor revealed to him the secrets of proper 
public speaking, thereby opening up to the young and 
ambitious Demosthenes the path to success. These are no 
doubt biographical and anecdotal inventions, but they do 
express a conceptual truth, which concerns more than just the 
man’s character. Namely, Demosthenes’ art did not arise from 
improvisation: rather its most fruitful source was the prolonged 
practice he undertook during his youthful years, sharpening his 
technique and skill in oratory, and his single-minded 
determination in applying his mind to the preparation of a 
speech and to in-depth study of the topic with regard to which 
he was called upon to deliver his opinion. 

His first public speech, while not strictly speaking ona 
political subject, was On the Trierarchic Crown, dating from 359 
B.C., when he was twenty-five years old. The question concerned 
a costly liturgy he had performed - he had been a trierarch, that 
is to say, he had funded the fitting out of a trireme - and now he 
demanded the legitimate public recognition of the crown. 
Several other judicial orations date from a little later, shortly 
after the Social War of 357-355, Against Androtion, Against 
Timocrates and Against Leptines (the latter having been delivered, 
so it seems, by Demosthenes himself): these were trials that had 
evident political implications, as they addressed questions of 
financial policy. 

Demosthenes soon immersed himself in the activities of the 
city of Athens, and moved towards a decidedly more political 
form of oratory. His speeches to the assembly On the Navy- 
Boards, For the People of Megalopolis and For the Liberty of the 
Rhodians, all of which can be dated to the period 354-351, 
already deal with the dominant themes of Demosthenes’ 
oratory: the praise of democratic Athens and the defence of the 
independence of the polis against foreign interference or 
absolutist tendencies. Ideological factors that can be traced to 
opposite viewpoints led to the formation of two factions: one of 
moderate and pro-Macedonian inspiration, with which orators 
such as Isocrates, Aeschines, Demades and Dinarchus found 


themselves in agreement, versus a programmatically anti- 
Macedonian faction, which included figures such as 
Demosthenes, Hyperides and Lycurgus (cf. below 3 and 4). In 
354 Demosthenes, who was thirty years old at the time, gave his 
support to the proposed construction of warships, as he makes 
clear in his oration On the Navy-Boards (also known as On the 
Symmories, symmories being groups of wealthy citizens called 
upon to engage in payment of taxes for public construction 
works). At the time, Demosthenes shared the views of the 
faction headed by Eubulus, who advocated strengthening the 
fleet but was reluctant to engage in actual war adventures. 
Shortly afterwards, Demosthenes distanced himself from 
Eubulus’ position with regard to foreign policy issues, as can be 
noted in two orations composed before 351, For the People of 
Megalopolis, which referred to the citizens of the great city who 
were asking for help against Sparta, and For the Liberty of the 
Rhodians, regarding the citizens of Rhodes who had lost their 
freedom and were demanding military intervention because the 
ruler Mausolus had established a pro-Persian regime on the 
island after driving out the democratic government. In both of 
these orations Demosthenes supported an interventionist 
policy, based on the principle that Athens must come to the 
rescue of democratic governments. 

Demosthenes was by now one of the most prominent 
figures in Athenian political life when, at this point, he openly 
expressed his concern with regard to Philip of Macedon, in two 
orations. Firstly, in 352 B.C., with the speech Against Aristocrates 
and, the following year or soon thereafter, with the First 
Philippic. Philip's attack against the city of Olynthus prompted 
Demosthenes to urge Athens to come to its rescue and to take 
up a position strongly against Eubulus’ government which, in 
the three Olynthiac orations, Demosthenes accused of inertia. 
When Athens made the decision to intervene, it was too late: in 
348 Olynthus and the other cities of Chalcidice fell into enemy 
hands. In 347 and 346 Demosthenes took part, with Aeschines, 
Philocrates and others, in embassies to Macedonia, the outcome 
of which was the drawing up of the peace known as “of 


Philocrates,” which granted favourable conditions for Philip. In 
the same year, 346, Demosthenes delivered the speech On the 
Peace, arguing that a temporary truce with Philip was necessary. 
This attitude earned Demosthenes a bitter attack by his 
enemies, the moderate pro-Macedonians associated with the 
government of Eubulus, who accused him of displaying 
contradictory attitudes. On several occasions, Aeschines 
mercilessly accused him of accepting bribes. In contrast, the 
ancient sources favourable to Demosthenes, and indeed the 
orator himself, argued that a period of peace and quiet was 
needed in order to set up an alliance with Thebes that could act 
as a bulwark against the Macedonian. Shortly afterwards, in 344, 
Demosthenes resumed his attacks against Philip (Second 
Philippic) and, in 343, he bitterly clashed with Aeschines, laying 
all the blame on the latter for the very worst clauses of the 
peace of Philocrates (De falsa legatione or On the False Embassy). 
Only the intervention of Eubulus and Phocion enabled Aeschines 
to be acquitted, though with no more than a narrow margin in 
his favour. The year 341 saw the drafting and delivery of the 
speech On the Chersonese, in which Demosthenes defended the 
stratégos Diopeithes against the charge of attacking the city of 
Cardia, which was allied with Philip: Diopeithes was thus 
accused of having unleashed the very war that Demosthenes 
himself actually regarded as desirable: the orator was placed in 
charge of the administration of the fleet. The Third and the 
Fourth Philippic date from the same period. 

In 346 Demosthenes also had to face a court case. Two years 
earlier, the orator had voluntarily held the office of chorégos in 
the dithyrambic contest of the Dionysia, and a certain Meidias 
had repeatedly pestered and harassed him throughout the 
entire duration of the chorégia, trying to humiliate him. 
Demosthenes sued him in court and made the accusation in his 
speech Against Meidias. It appears that in the end Demosthenes 
withdrew his charge, perhaps after Meidias had negotiated a 
monetary compensation (or so it would appear from a passage 
of the speech Against Ctesiphon by Aeschines). 

In the late 340s, the orator was at the height of his prestige, 


not merely in his own home area, but throughout the whole of 
Greece. His activity as a politician concentrated on setting up an 
alliance with Thebes against Macedonia, in the awareness that 
Thebes did not look favourably on the Macedonian occupation 
of neighbouring regions. In 340 Demosthenes received the 
crown of gold, in recognition of his distinguished services in 
achieving a rapprochement between Euboea and Athens. His 
greatest political success was the establishment of an alliance to 
support the fight against the Macedonian king: when war broke 
out against Philip, Demosthenes took part in the battle of 
Chaeronea (338), where both the Theban and the Athenian army 
were defeated by the Macedonians’ tactical supremacy. 
According to Plutarch, Demosthenes could hardly be described 
as standing out from the crowd in terms of courage: his 
enemies quite openly called him cowardly, even in public; 
however, general opinion nevertheless remained on his side. 
Thus even in the very same year of 338, the Athenians entrusted 
him with the task of delivering the funeral oration for the fallen 
of the battle of Chaeronea, The Funeral Speech (which in ancient 
times was judged not being up to the style of Demosthenes and 
was therefore considered spurious). 

Although Demosthenes was very active on the Athenian 
political scene after Chaeronea, we have no surviving 
deliberative speeches from this period. At a certain point, 
probably in 337, the orator and politician Ctesiphon proposed he 
should be honoured with a golden crown in recognition of his 
political merits towards Athens, but fierce opposition was raised 
by Aeschines, who accused Ctesiphon of engaging in an illegal 
proceeding. It appears that the case came to court, though no 
earlier than 330. Demosthenes countered his rival’s Against 
Ctesiphon by delivering a vibrant speech On the Crown (in Defence 
of Ctesiphon). Demosthenes won the case; Aeschines was forced 
into exile. Critics have often argued that the two opposing 
speeches were substantially reworked for publication. 

In 324 Demosthenes was personally involved in the scandal 
of Harpalus, the treasurer of Alexander the Great who had made 
off with the enormous wealth entrusted to him and had fled to 


Athens. Demosthenes proposed that the Athenians should not 
hand over Harpalus and should take care of the treasure. Later 
Harpalus disappeared and it was discovered that the amount of 
money proved to have been considerably reduced. Taken to 
court by Hyperides (and additional charges against him were 
also brought by Dinarchus), Demosthenes was found guilty of 
having accepted a bribe from Harpalus in order to favour the 
latter: Demosthenes was thus sentenced to a large fine and 
imprisoned; but he managed to escape and chose to go into 
exile. 

Upon the death of Alexander, in 323, Demosthenes was 
called back to his homeland, where he was given a triumphant 
reception. Indomitable, despite his advanced age, he once again 
attempted to organise an uprising against the Macedonians: but 
the victory of Antipater over the insurgents at Crannon (in 322) 
obliged Athens to accept a pro-Macedonian oligarchic 
government. Demosthenes opted to bring his life to an end: 
after taking refuge on the islet of Calauria, near Troezen, in that 
same year of 322 he committed suicide by taking poison. 


2.3 The Demosthenic corpus 


The set of writings attributed to Demosthenes consists of 61 
speeches, 56 proems (i.e. opening sections of orations, some of 
which are also found in the speeches that have survived in full), 
6 Letters and a certain number of fragments. Although his fame 
is mainly linked to deliberative oratory, of the 61 surviving 
discourses only 16 are démégoriai, that is to say, speeches to the 
city assembly, while judicial orations predominate in number. 
Not all the orations included in the Demosthenic corpus of 
the manuscripts are authentic, as orations by other rhetoricians 
who were imitators of Demosthenes have been incorporated in 
the corpus. The démégoriai bearing the titles On Halonnesus, 
Answer to Philip’s Letter and On the Treaty with Alexander are 
apocryphal; on the other hand, present-day research tends to 
consider the Fourth Philippic as authentic, whereas in the past it 
was considered spurious. Among the spurious judicial speeches, 


it is worth mentioning the Against Neaera, in which an Athenian 
citizen, Theomnestus, sues a prostitute of Corinth and a former 
slave, Neaera, for usurpation of civil rights. The speech, 
composed between 343 and 340, offers interesting insight into 
the customs of Athens in the fourth century B.C. and it is the 
only ancient judicial oration, among those that have survived, to 
have involved a case brought against a woman. 

Reference has been made here, in the context of the 
biography of Demosthenes, to a rather large number of judicial 
and political speeches, as is natural for an author whose work 
was So closely and organically connected with the events of his 
life and consequently with the political situation of the city of 
Athens. On account of their emblematic nature and their 
importance with respect to the author’s political vision and his 
conception of the role of rhetoric, we will now focus in particular 
on the group of the Philippics and on that of the Olynthiacs. 


2.3.1 The Philippics 


Among the démégoriai, those directed against Philip were the 
most celebrated in antiquity, becoming a veritable model of 
deliberative oratory among later rhetoricians, including the 
Latins: suffice it to mention Cicero’s Philippics against Anthony, 
which openly drew inspiration from the Demosthenic model. 
The First Philippic was a speech delivered by Demosthenes 
when he was just over thirty years old, in 351 or 349, during an 
assembly in which Athens faced a delicate task: that of 
deliberating on the policy to be adopted in response to the 
military action by Philip, who had penetrated into Thessaly and 
had been stopped both by Spartans and Athenians at 
Thermopylae. In his speech, Demosthenes sought to encourage 
his fellow citizens to react against the threat posed by the 
Macedonian king, as the latter was (9) “always surrounding 
himself with fresh acquisitions, hemming them in on all sides” 
and (11) “owed his rise to their indifference rather than to his 
own strength.” This was not simply a tirade buoyed up bya 


wave of outrage and verbal impetus; Demosthenes outlined his 
defence programme with great clarity and firm realism: it was to 
be based on proper organisation of the army and on the 
financial resources of the city, because it would be necessary to 
engage in a war that was inevitably going to be long, given the 
strength of Philip and his army. Demosthenes’ speech had 
concrete implications on the tactical level, including the 
possibility of using mercenary troops. The Second Philippic dates 
from 344. The first part of the oration launched an attack on 
Philip for carrying out aggressive actions against the Greek 
states, in betrayal of the peace treaty drawn up and signed two 
years earlier (the “Peace of Philocrates,” dated 346). 
Demosthenes urged the Athenians to beware of the sovereign’s 
imperialist spirit, as Philip would sooner or later attack Attica as 
well; the people were thus exhorted to take action. In the final 
section of his speech, Demosthenes put the blame for the less 
favourable clauses of the peace of Philocrates on Aeschines and 
the pro-Macedonian Athenians who had been part of the 
delegation (in which, it is worth noting, Demosthenes himself 
had participated). The Third Philippic is unanimously regarded as 
one of Demosthenes’ masterpieces. It was set in May of 341: 
Philip was threatening the areas of Chersonesus, Euboea and 
Byzantium, and was seeking to support pro-Macedonian 
governments in the Peloponnese as well. Demosthenes not only 
lashed out against the indifference of the Greeks - and the 
Athenians in particular - but also deplored the entrenched 
isolationism of the various cities, incapable as they were of 
producing a coordinated foreign policy action. Unlike the 
outcome of the first two Philippics, this time the orator 
succeeded in overcoming the apathy of the Athenians and in 
obtaining the approval of his proposals. Byzantium and Euboea 
entered into an alliance with Athens and, in 340, an anti- 
Macedonian coalition was set up, obtaining the support of 
Thebes as well. It was a major political success for the speaker, 
the greatest among his numerous achievements, but its 
outcome was the military disaster at Chaeronea in 338. The 
démégoria has come down to us in two redactions, both 


authentic, one of which is more extensive. 

The Fourth Philippic, probably from the same period, 
presents internal chronological problems and an atypical 
structure as regards the arrangement of the subject-matter, as 
it has two proems and makes use of some passages that appear 
in other orations. Some scholars of the past considered it a kind 
of pamphlet, namely a political pamphlet written in the form of 
an oration that was never actually intended for public 
declamation, but only for reading. Others have argued that it 
was a kind of collage of Demosthenic pieces put together after 
the orator’s death, and should therefore be regarded as a 
spurious work. The oration reiterates the recurrent motifs of the 
anti-Macedonian controversy, insisting on the need for a 
reaction against the enemy’s aggression and calling for defence 
of the freedom and independence of the polis. 


2.3.2 The Olynthiacs 


The three Olynthiacs present not only the usual attack on Philip, 
here conducted with extraordinary violence, but also a lucid and 
ruthless critique of the government of Athens, a government 
that enjoyed the support of Eubulus and Aeschines. 
Demosthenes delivered his speeches in 349, immediately after 
Philip’s attack on Olynthus, the main city of Chalcidice. Although 
Olynthus had adopted an anti-Athenian policy in the past, at the 
moment of danger it turned to none other than Athens itself. 

In the First Olynthiac Demosthenes asked that a military 
contingent be sent immediately to defend the city (2) in order to 
“avoid repeating past mistakes,” when inertia had ended up 
favouring Philip’s expansionist plans. In effect, it was quite clear 
that Philip would not rest until he had accomplished his 
imperialistic programme (15): “By the gods, are you too dense 
to see that, if we remain negligent, the war is going to come 
here next, after Olynthus?” Once again, Demosthenes put 
forward two concrete proposals for military intervention: rescue 
Olynthus and go on the counteroffensive by land and sea. In the 


Second Olynthiac his words against Philip took on a vehement 
and aggressive tone (5): the Macedonian king was pilloried as 
an “untrustworthy liar,” a “crook,” who had gained immense 
power through deception and wrongs, taking advantage of the 
gullibility of others, without undertaking any grand deeds 
worthy of a sovereign. This was the high point of Demosthenic 
oratorical pathos. The orator also insinuated that the 
Macedonian people were now tired of wars brought upon them 
by the ambition of one man, destined as they were to produce 
only ruin and death. The Third Olynthiac is likewise a bitter 
invective against Philip, but also a direct accusation against the 
Athenian government or, rather, against the policy adopted by 
Athens in the foregoing decades. The wait-and-see choice 
adopted by the pro-Macedonian faction is described as having 
led to fatal results, as it had relegated the city to a second-class 
position on the international scene, thereby depriving it of the 
primacy acquired by the men of the past. Taking up again the 
arguments put forward in the first two orations, Demosthenes 
sought to whip up the pride of his countrymen: he thus drew an 
interesting comparison between the Athens of the fifth century, 
which even subjugated Macedonia (24), “as a barbarian should 
be subject to Greeks,” and Athens as it was in his own day, 
choked by deliberative paralysis, hesitant in the face of 
problems that required prompt attention, unable to grant the 
people access to direct management of power, as once used to 
be the case. In Demosthenes’ view, the decadence of the polis 
and the failure of democracy were the result of having 
delegated the exercise of power to professional politicians: the 
latter had deprived the community of the resources from which 
it benefited in the past and had reduced citizens to the condition 
of servants, content only to receive as a gift what actually 
belonged to them by right. 


2.4 Language and style 


Demosthenes’ language is clear and pure Attic prose, and even 
in ancient times it was already considered one of the best 


models. Opponents of Demosthenes criticized the length of time 
it took him to compose his speeches and his inability as a 
speaker to improvise convincingly with the most appropriate 
tones and arguments. In contrast, they pointed to Demades’ 
oratory (cf. below 4.4) as a model of improvisation skills. It 
seems that Demosthenes did not completely reject these 
criticisms. If the testimony of Plutarch (Life of Demosthenes 8) is 
to be believed, the orator “confessed to speaking neither a 
written text nor an entirely unwritten text,” adding that “the 
man who practised speaking was democratic (...) while being 
careless of public reaction to oratory was characteristic of an 
oligarchic man who put his trust in violence rather than 
persuasion.” As we have noted, even modern criticism has 
questioned whether Demosthenes’ political speeches might not 
actually be more appropriately described as pamphlets intended 
for reading and political propaganda, and therefore 
characterised by a considerably more accurate and polished 
form than would have been the case with speeches designed to 
be addressed orally to the rowdy assembly. 

In fact, it would be stretching a point to detach 
Demosthenes’ démégoriai from the context of their actual 
reception, namely, the city assembly of Athens. Even the ancient 
sources themselves stop short of such a suggestion, and the 
stylistic aspects themselves make it quite clear that these 
speeches were conceived for oral delivery. The impetus of the 
declamatory style, the pathos that characterises it, the strength 
and immediacy of its expressions, the use of figures of speech 
such as hyperbole, metaphor and rhetorical questions, typically 
achieved their maximum impact in the context of the assembly. 
The démégoriai were cast in a refined and highly elaborate style 
from the very moment of their first draft, which in itself was 
already the result of meditation. This was a feature that by no 
means contrasted with the ancient tradition of oratory: rather, it 
was perfectly in harmony with the latter. But this does not rule 
out the possibility (as shown also by Ciceronian oratory) that 
once speeches had been delivered orally, they could then be 
reworked in view of their publication (which Demosthenes dealt 


with personally) and for circulation in book form. 

The sources do indeed depict Demosthenes as an orator 
extremely attentive to form. Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Isaeus 
4) notes that he was often described as having “digested the 
whole of Isaeus, including his rhetorical technique,” while the 
orator Aeschines (Against Timarchus 1, 175) calls him a “Sophist,” 
clearly referring to Demosthenes’ astuteness and ability to put 
forward brilliant arguments. It is clear, however, that in order to 
succeed in the assembly, to capture the crowd’s attention and 
maintain the full involvement of the listeners, it was not 
sufficient to succeed in projecting one’s voice and to accompany 
the words with all the appropriate gestures. The stylistic 
component, lexical choice and powerful imagery were equally 
essential factors. Demosthenes’ style responded to this need: it 
was vehement, Setvoc (“terrific”), as the rhetor Demetrius 
defined it in the treatise De elocutione (cf. Roman Imperial Period 
II 3.3), because it played on the expressive potential of the most 
incisive rhetorical figures without foregoing the impression of 
natural spontaneity that ought to be given by the oration. 
According to the patriarch Photius (Library 265), Demosthenes 
should be regarded as standing in an intermediate position 
between Isocrates, who built up long paragraph-length 
sentences, and Lysias, who favoured brevity of composition: 
Photius argued that the excellence of Demosthenes’ style thus 
lay precisely this ability to achieve an ideal compromise. But 
perhaps the most significant judgement comes from the 
anonymous author of the treatise On the Sublime (cf. Roman 
Imperial Period 11 3.2), who argued that Demosthenes was 
inimitable because he had brought to perfection a style made of 
vibrant passions and an abundance of modes of expression, 
combined with speed, vehemence and oratorical power (34, 4): 
“He thus uses the beauties he possesses to win a victory over all 
others that even compensates for his weaknesses, and out- 
thunders, as it were, and outshines orators of every age.” The 
difference as compared to the cool, calm and collected prose of 
Isocrates is very clear, but Demosthenes, no less than Isocrates, 
can certainly be regarded as one of the greatest representatives 


of Attic prose and a fundamental step in the history of ancient 
prose. 


3 Aeschines 


3.1 The adversary of Demosthenes 


Modern knowledge of Aeschines has always suffered from the 
paucity of work by this author that has been preserved by 
tradition: no more than three orations have come down to us, all 
of which are linked to moments of direct opposition against 
Demosthenes. Aeschines was an exponent of the pro- 
Macedonian party, who favoured an agreement with Philip of 
Macedon and was opposed to embarking on a war-path. 
Political events led the two orators to take up positions on 
opposite sides, resulting in constant clashes which at times were 
even harsh. It is likely that this situation influenced the 
traditional selection of works and it certainly “type-cast” the 
figure of Aeschines as Demosthenes’ rival. 

Although these distinctions play an important role, an 
analysis of the stylistic differences between their prose 
productions was, in the perspective of ancient criticism, no less 
important than an account of their ideological-political 
divergences. Aeschines, like Demosthenes, personally published 
his speeches and used them as a propaganda tool; moreover - 
again, like Demosthenes - Aeschines’ work reveals great 
attention to stylistic perfection and to the proper structure of his 
compositions, aiming to ensure clarity and making a remarkable 
effort to delineate his adversaries’ character in considerable 
depth. Here too it should be emphasised that the care Aeschines 
devoted to preparing his speeches undoubtedly also went hand 
in hand with painstaking revision in view of their publication, 
though this did not necessarily imply the production of a text 
radically different from the oration he actually delivered. 


3.2 Life 


The main sources on the biography of Aeschines are his three 
surviving speeches and Demosthenes’ political orations. The 
intense rivalry between Aeschines and Demosthenes, not only in 
the political field but also in their oratorical production, means 
that whenever the biographical tradition provides details on one 
of the two orators, precious information about the life of the 
other can generally also be obtained, as in the case of the Life of 
Demosthenes by Plutarch. Additional information can be gleaned 
from the pseudo-Plutarchan Life of Aeschines contained in the 
Lives of the Ten Orators; from the Library of Photius, which 
devotes two sections to Aeschines (Library 61 and 264); and also 
from the writings on rhetoric by Dionysius of Halicarnassus and 
other authors. 

Aeschines was born in the Athenian deme of Cothocide in 
390 B.C. His family was neither noble nor wealthy: his father was 
a schoolmaster and his mother a priestess of a mystery cult. He 
was an actor, as Demosthenes often recalls sarcastically, noting 
Aeschines’ scant success as a tritagonist. However, this activity 
must at least have proved favourable to him from the point of 
view of his vocal qualities, since all the sources agree in noting 
that he was endowed with a fine voice (whereas, as we have 
seen, his rival Demosthenes had a speech defect). 

Although Aeschines held no political posts of any 
importance, he was one of the most influential orators of Athens 
during the same years as Demosthenes. In 346 he took part, 
together with Demosthenes and other politicians, in the 
embassy to Philip of Macedonia in order to deal with what was 
then called the “peace of Philocrates.” A few years later, accused 
by Demosthenes of accepting bribes, he defended himself with 
three orations, two of which have survived, Against Timarchus 
and On the False Embassy (a title identical to that of 
Demosthenes’ speech with regard to the same case). Aeschines’ 
self-defence was successful, achieving a victorious outcome 
thanks also to the help of the politician Eubulus, of whom he 
had become an ally. This rapprochement had arisen when, after 
the peace of Philocrates, Aeschines - in bitter opposition to 
Demosthenes - had sided with the moderate positions of the 


governing political figures who held power in the city and were 
openly pro-Macedonian, and whose most significant exponent 
was Eubulus. In 338, after the defeat of the Athenians and the 
Thebans at Chaeronea (338), Aeschines took part in the peace 
negotiations with Philip on behalf of Athens. 

Aeschines’ exit from the political scene was linked to a new, 
violent clash with his long-time opponent. In 336 he brought a 
case against Ctesiphon for illegal procedures, as the latter had 
proposed to pay tribute to Demosthenes for his merits to 
Athens by awarding him a gold crown. The indictment proposed 
by Aeschines, expressed in the speech Against Ctesiphon, has 
been preserved; Demosthenes replied with the speech On the 
Crown (in defence of Ctesiphon). In the trial, which for obscure 
reasons was postponed to the summer of 330, Aeschines was 
unexpectedly defeated, although from a legal point of view his 
accusation was correct. He thus withdrew into exile in Asia 
Minor and thence to Rhodes, where, according to Photius, he 
opened a school of rhetoric and was the first to compose 
fictitious discourses and rhetorical exercises. Later he settled on 
the island of Samos, where he died probably in 315. 


3.3 The works 


The only concrete evidence remaining from his production as a 
political speaker consists of the three orations mentioned above. 
From Against Timarchus we learn that Aeschines is thought also 
to have composed love poems during his younger years. 
Scholarship also generally considers as authentic an epigram 
ascribed to him by the tradition, appearing in the Palatine 
Anthology (VI 330). In contrast, the twelve Letters attributed to 
him in antiquity are considered spurious. 

Critical assessment, which has only recently re-appraised 
Aeschines’ work, generally considers Against Ctesiphon to be his 
masterpiece. The oration is rather long, but it is likely that the 
original redaction was shorter. His strong attack launched 
directly against Demosthenes himself, which took as its starting 
point a number of arguments based strictly on legal reasoning, 


addressed the most dramatic moments and decisions of fourth- 
century-B.C. Athenian politics. 

The oration is a perfectly balanced composition. In the 
Opening section Aeschines appeals to the Athenian people’s 
sense of justice in issuing a ruling on the illegality case 
(TapavouWwv ypagn) and invites the population to defend the 
values of democracy and parrhésia (“freedom of speech”) on 
which the city’s greatness had been founded in the past. The 
charge against Ctesiphon (cf. 3.2) is divided into two parts, one 
of a legal nature and the other, the longer of the two, focusing 
on political issues. In Aeschines’ view, it was illegal for 
Demosthenes to receive the crown before having submitted the 
report on his activities, a duty he was required to fulfil as a 
magistrate. Furthermore, the law required the coronation 
ceremony to take place on the Pnyx, in the presence of the 
people’s assembly and not, as demanded by Ctesiphon, at the 
theatre during the Great Dionysia, i.e. in full view of Athenians 
and foreigners. A more interesting section concerns 
Demosthenes’ line of action in terms of his political approach 
during the years from the beginning of the Third Sacred War 
(335 B.C.) up to the time of trial (330 B.C.), i.e. during a period of 
time stretching over twenty-five years of Athenian history. 
Aeschines emphasised the pettiness and ambiguity of 
Demosthenes, who had no qualms about taking people to court 
even if they were his friends. Furthermore, Aeschines argued 
that Demosthenes’ overall line in terms of the political situation 
could hardly be regarded as coherent, as the latter had - more 
or less covertly - been hand-in-glove with Philip at the time of 
the advocated peace of Philocrates, whereas subsequently he 
had assumed a position of obstinate - and short-sighted - 
opposition, up until the predictable defeat at Chaeronea (338). 
Demosthenes is depicted as an ambitious and cynical 
manipulator, unscrupulous and envious of the more capable 
Athenian politicians (among whom there figured Philocrates), 
and eager to build up his support in the assembly for self- 
seeking purposes of monetary gain rather than as a result of 
love for the homeland. For these reasons, Aeschines argued, in 


no way could Demosthenes be defined as a benefactor of 
Athens: on the contrary (57), he could more convincingly be 
considered as the one responsible “for all misfortunes of the 
city.” 

The depiction offered by Aeschines is far from the elevated 
patriotic values that criticism has, for the most part, recognised 
in the policy lines of Demosthenes and which Demosthenes 
effectively claimed as his own principles in the oration On the 
Crown, in which he rejects the accusations put forward by his 
adversary. Although Aeschines’ accusation was correct from a 
formal legal point of view and his historical-political analysis was 
indeed reliable, Demosthenes’ speech proved to be more 
convincing: cleverly glossing over the charge of illegality, with 
great emotion and highly stirring oratory Demosthenes led the 
Athenians to share his historic “mistake,” namely that of having 
considered the struggle for freedom a necessity, even at the 
expense of defeat. Finally, it should not be overlooked that 
Aeschines’ detailed and raw account of his adversary’s mode of 
action gives us a detailed insight into the shady background of 
Athenian politics, thereby bequeathing to us a highly important 
historical document. 


3.4 Language and style 


Aeschines’ language is, likewise, that of pure Attic prose. Despite 
the seriousness of the charges he makes in Against Ctesiphon, his 
tone rarely gives way to pathos and rhetorical emphasis. Rather, 
his style is sober, straight-forward and precise; he does not seek 
to achieve a strong emotional impact, but remains solidly in line 
with rational values. In his prose, predominance is generally 
given to narrative-expository aspects and detailed 
reconstruction of the facts. His skill resides in allowing the attack 
against his enemies to emerge naturally from the facts 
themselves, rather than from verbal invective. What is lacking is 
the flowering of figures of speech, although Aeschines does at 
times make use of them, above all in the final peroration. 


4 Other Fourth-Century-B.C. orators 


4.1 Isaeus 


With regard to the life of Isaeus, we have little information. Born 
in Chalcis on the island of Euboea, he moved to Athens where he 
lived as a metic and worked as a logographer for roughly fifty 
years, from 390 to 344 approximately, earning a reputation 
above all as an expert in inheritance law. Isaeus was a pupil of 
Isocrates and the teacher of Demosthenes, as noted by 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who credits to him the skill as a 
logographer displayed by Demosthenes. 

According to ancient sources, the corpus of Isaeus’ works 
was composed of no fewer than 64 orations, although it is 
unlikely that they were all authentic: 11 have survived. 
Furthermore, the evidence provided by Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus has preserved a fairly substantial fragment of a 
speech defending an Athenian’s right to citizenship (On Behalf of 
Euphiletus). 

Isaeus’ fame was linked to his specialisation in the field of 
inheritance law. The ancient biographical details, as noted 
above, relate that Demosthenes turned to him for assistance 
when he found himself dealing with a legal problem involving a 
question of inheritance and had to defend his legacy against 
dishonest guardians. The speeches that have come down to us 
are a source of important information concerning legal issues 
and lawsuits, and make a substantial contribution to our 
knowledge of Attic law; in addition, the legal arguments 
associated with inheritance law provide insight into significant 
aspects of social and family life. 

The style characterising Isaeus’ works was, according to the 
ancients, capable of rivalling that of Lysias in its clarity and 
effectiveness. Demosthenes is said to have been strongly 
indebted to Isaeus’ forceful and vivid language and to have 
“absorbed the whole of Isaeus and all his tricks.” However, 
Isaeus does not display Lysias’ capacity to produce a lively 
portrayal of various characters, nor does he show the intense 


and riveting pathos of Demosthenes’ style. 


4.2 Alcidamas 


The role of Alcidamas was of considerable importance in the 
cultural debate of fourth-century-B.C. Athens, as is testified, for 
instance, by the number of citations of his work present in 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Alcidamas was in fact the voice of a 
controversy in which the oratory of the past was set in 
Opposition to that of the fourth century, the latter being 
expressed above all by Isocrates’ programme of rhetoric and 
teaching. 

Alcidamas was born at Elea, in Aeolia; his precise dates of 
birth and death are unknown, but he was definitely a 
contemporary of Isocrates, which means he is likely to have 
been active in the central part of the fourth century. He was a 
pupil of Gorgias (who died at an advanced age around 385 B.C.) 
and he was the head of a school of eloquence rivalling that of 
Isocrates and effectively adopting a polemical attitude towards 
the latter. Of his production, which was designed above all for 
teaching purposes, all that remains is the speech On the Writers 
of Written Speeches or On the Sophists, in which he argues 
vigorously and with strong conviction that oral discourse is far 
superior to the written word because it is far more effective in 
swaying people’s opinions when decisions have to be taken in 
an assembly. In contrast, the written discourse (/ogos graphikos), 
carefully prepared beforehand, is affected by the impossibility of 
modifying the message: therefore its contents, detached as they 
are from the effectiveness of the katpoc (the specific and 
particular occasion that has to be seized at that very moment), 
cannot be modelled on the live and palpitating circumstances of 
a given moment. 

One can hardly imagine a position further from the ideas 
cherished by Isocrates: thus whereas the latter was a staunch 
supporter of the written medium, Alcidamas was the most 
typical representative of a form of culture that awarded priority 
to orality and improvisation. Profoundly influenced by the 


Gorgian approach, he showered great praise on the skill of 
improvisation, which he regarded as a rare and difficult 
achievement, whereas he poured scorn on the value of writing. 
The latter, he felt, was a practical activity accessible to anyone, 
simpler to carry out and easier to learn than oral eloquence (On 
the Sophists 3): 


For speaking on the spot in a fitting way about whatever 
presents itself, and employing a swift richness of 
argument and vocabulary, and following with a sure track 
the critical moment in affairs and people's inclinations, 
and using appropriate language is not a universal natural 
gift nor does it come from just any sort of training. 


4.3 Hyperides 


Born in Athens, probably not long after 390 B.C., Hyperides 
came from a fairly well-off family; he became a disciple of 
Isocrates and possibly also of Plato. As a young man he worked 
as a logographer, earning enough money to live comfortably; 
the sources describe him as the lover of many of the most 
celebrated hetairai of the era, one of whom was the famous 
Phryne, whom he defended against the charge of impiety. He 
maintained a steady and passionate commitment to political 
affairs, showing unfailing support and commitment to 
Demosthenes and the anti-Macedonian party. In 338, after 
Philip’s victory in the battle of Chaeronea, he proposed a decree 
that would recall exiles and grant citizenship to metics. This 
earned him the charge of illegality, but he won the resulting 
court case. However, at the time of the scandal involving 
Harpalus (324 B.C., cf. above 2.2), he espoused a position against 
Demosthenes, suspecting the latter of connivance with the 
enemy and hence publicly launched an accusation against him. 
When Alexander made an official request for Harpalus to 
extradited, Hyperides (who had sided with the party of the most 
rabid anti-Macedonians) demanded that all relations be broken 
off immediately, whereas Demosthenes preferred to play for 


time. Only after the death of Alexander, in 323 B.C., did 
Hyperides revive his ties with his old friend, once again in the 
hope of prompting an uprising of the Greeks against the 
Macedonians. After the defeat of Athens at Crannon, in 322, he 
was captured by Antipater, who sentenced him to death. 

Until a few years ago it was believed that the corpus of 
Hyperides’ work, which in ancient times was composed of 77 
orations, had been completely lost and had not survived beyond 
the Medieval Period. It is only by virtue of the substantial 
papyrus finds which began to come to light from the nineteenth 
century onwards that we have been able to expand our 
knowledge of this author. In fact, an important exception, which 
we will discuss below, has changed the whole picture. No fewer 
than five judicial speeches have been significantly restored, or 
recovered to a considerable extent, from these papyri: these are 
the orations In Defence of Lycophron, In Defence of Euxenippus, 
Against Philippides, Against Athenogenes and Against Demosthenes 
(the latter speech was delivered on the occasion of the Harpalus 
scandal). The oration Against Athenogenes gives us an interesting 
and lively picture of scenes from Athens, depicted with brio and 
a light touch, similar to the model of Lysias. It concerned a case 
brought by an Athenian in love with a young slave who worked 
in the perfume and fragrances shop run by Athenogenes, a 
Greek from Egypt. The whole story unfolds - with quite a few 
humorous twists and turns - amid intrigue and love stories, 
scams and swindles, all providing a glimpse into the everyday 
life of a world abounding in hetairai, tricksters and fraudsters. 
For other orations we have no more than the titles and a few 
fragments here and there. 

We also have another papyrus, which has preserved an 
Oration belonging to the epideictic genre, the Funeral Speech 
written to commemorate the Athenians who had fallen in 323 
with general Leosthenes, in the first year of the Lamian War. 
This was a conflict that had broken out between a coalition of 
Greek poleis and the Macedonian regent Antipater (the 
successor of Alexander), who had been subjected to a siege at 
Lamia, in Phthiotis. The Funeral Speech, a highly solemn work, as 


was appropriate for its genre (though it may also have sounded 
rather pompous and artificial), was considered to be a 
masterpiece and was praised by the anonymous author of the 
treatise On the Sublime (cf. Roman Imperial Period II 3.2) for its 
ability in conveying a highly dramatic atmosphere. 

The overall picture of the known works of Hyperides 
underwent a change in 2002, when a fresh discovery was made 
in the lower script of a Byzantine palimpsest codex (known as 
the Archimedes palimpsest, cf. The Hellenistic Age VI 1.3): five 
bifolia dating from the tenth century were discovered to have 
substantial parts of two orations by Hyperides, of which only the 
title, scanty witnesses and fragments had previously been 
known. Following their publication in 2005, our knowledge of the 
writings of one of the ten Attic orators of the canon - for whom 
we had previously derived direct knowledge exclusively from 
Egyptian papyri - was thus increased by about 20%, and this 
time from a Byzantine codex, which provided evidence that the 
work of Hyperides had not gone totally missing during the 
Medieval Period. The codex, from which the five bifolia derived, 
could originally have contained the entire corpus of Hyperides 
known up to that point in time, or an extensive selection of his 
writings (intended as an anthology). The best preserved (a 
dozen or so printed pages) is the oration Against Diondas (Npoc 
AwwvSav): Diondas was an Athenian politician who had accused 
Hyperides of carrying out an illegal action when the latter, 
probably at the beginning of 338, had supported the proposal to 
honour Demosthenes with a crown for his political merits (cf. 
above 2.2). The trial was eventually held quite a few years later, 
between 334 and 333, and Diondas was heavily defeated. As far 
as concerns the other oration, Against Timandros (Npoc 
Tivavépov), far less has been preserved, the equivalent of two 
or three printed pages. However, even if we have only the 
beginning of the text, it is clear that it is the text of a speech 
accusing a guardian by the name of Timandros, on an issue 
regarding guardianship and succession. Useful details can also 
be gleaned on the subject of Attic law, including information 
concerning a previously unknown law designed to prevent the 


separation of orphans born from the same union. 

Hyperides was appreciated for the range of his eloquence, 
which enabled him to combine Demosthenic qualities with the 
grace of Lysias’ style (On the Sublime 34). In particular, he stood 
out for his ability to give a spirited description of situations and 
also for his intelligent use of irony, which verged on a mocking 
tone yet was without any trace of vulgarity and enmity: his style 
is always spontaneous. This assessment coincides with the 
traditional image of Hyperides, who is commonly portrayed in 
the tradition as an elegant man who delighted in the pleasures 
of life, which he appreciated with a lightness of touch and 
carefree cheer. 


4.4 Demades 


Staunchly pro-Macedonian and a supporter of Philip, Demades 
was a contemporary of Demosthenes and one of his staunchest 
adversaries. His moment of greatest fortune in the field of 
politics came about in the years following the battle of 
Chaeronea, when he became Philip’s most trusted counsellor in 
Athens. He also maintained highly cordial relations with Philip's 
son and successor, Alexander the Great: in 335, after the 
destruction of Thebes at the behest of Alexander, Demades paid 
a visit to the Macedonian king in order to intercede on behalf of 
Demosthenes and the other local leaders who had fomented the 
Theban revolt. His action proved successful and the rebel 
leaders were saved. He took part in the struggles that broke out 
among the successors of Alexander, but this endeavour failed: 
in fact, it was on the orders of one these, Cassander, that he was 
put to death in 319. 

The ancients drew a contrast between Demades and 
Demosthenes, which also concerned the form of eloquence 
favoured by the one or the other: while the latter was a strong 
advocate of the written discourse (/ogos graphikos), the former 
excelled in oral declamation, with particular ability in 
improvisation and speaking off the cuff in the cut and thrust of 
debate in the assemblies (cf. above 4.2). Plutarch, in his Life of 


Demosthenes (par. 10), recalls that “there was general 
agreement that Demades, who relied on natural talent, was 
invincible and surpassed by improvisation the deliberately 
prepared speeches of Demosthenes.” The biographer also 
relates an opinion of Theophrastus, student of the philosopher 
Aristotle, which stated that Demades was preferred to 
Demosthenes. In actual fact, Plutarch’s words reflect the harsh 
terms used in the controversy concerning the requirements of 
political oratory, mentioned earlier in connection with 
Alcidamas. The kind of eloquence that had a marked impact on 
the listeners and was effective in swaying people’s opinions was 
highly favoured by politicians such as Demades and Pytheas; it 
was, however, rather crude and unsophisticated, and stood in 
Opposition to the elevated stylistic quality of démégoriai such as 
those of Demosthenes, so carefully prepared and defined in 
minute detail prior to their natural utilisation in the assembly 
context. 

In line with his overtly adopted approach, Demades left no 
written testimony of his work, with the exception of a collection 
of sayings, not all of which were authentic, known as Demadeia. 
Understandably, he was not included in the Alexandrian canon 
of Attic orators. 


4.5 Lycurgus 


Born in Athens in 389, the scion of a family descending from an 
extremely noble line which claimed descent from Boutes, the 
brother of the mythic Athenian king Erechtheus, Lycurgus was a 
disciple both of Plato and Isocrates. Unlike many other 
contemporary orators, he never practised any professional 
function as a logographer: rather, he devoted the whole of his 
life to politics, as a militant supporter of the anti-Macedonian 
party along with Demosthenes and Hyperides, against the 
government of Eubulus that was backed by Aeschines, Demades 
and Dinarchus. 

Lycurgus stood out for his moral intransigence and his 
competence as a public finance administrator, holding a number 


of important magistracies in this sector after the defeat of 
Athens at Chaeronea in 338. He occupied posts of significant 
political and financial responsibility for twelve years, during 
which he carried out an intensive programme in the building 
and construction sector and also in economic policy: he was in 
charge of the construction of the Odeion (a roofed theatre for 
music recitals), as well as the reconstruction of the great theatre 
of Dionysus and the restoration of Piraeus and the naval 
arsenal. Through the projects that took shape at his behest, 
Athens once more enjoyed the benefit of an important fleet. At 
the end of this period of administration, the city could count on 
an effective and solid financial system. Lycurgus also intervened 
intelligently in the field of artistic-poetic production: to avoid 
alterations in tragedies resulting from the intervention of actors, 
in 330 he had an “official” text drawn up of the three major 
tragic authors (Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides). This 
became a fundamental step in the textual tradition prior to the 
Alexandrian editions. He died in 324. 

Of his abundant production in the field of oratory, all that is 
left is the speech Against Leocrates, which reports on the charge 
of high treason against a citizen who fled to Rhodes after the 
defeat of Chaeronea and then returned to Athens seven years 
later, in the hope of remaining incognito. The unmasking of the 
traitor is actually a pretext for showering praise on the examples 
of patriotism found in Greek history, in order to provide the 
community of Athens with edifying material for reflection. The 
stories are taken from a wide range of history, from the heroes 
of myth to historical events such as Marathon and Chaeronea. In 
any case, the charge against Leocrates was judged to be 
inconsequential, and he was acquitted, albeit only by one vote. 

The style of the oration, austere and solemn, in line with the 
character of this incorruptible man, was influenced by the 
Isocratean model, as far as sentence structure was concerned. 
Lycurgus was, together with Demosthenes and Aeschines, 
among the first writers to make use of quotations from other 
authors’ works. 


4.6 Dinarchus 


Dinarchus was born in Corinth around 360 B.C.; in early youth he 
moved to Athens, where he studied eloquence and was a pupil 
of the Aristotelian Theophrastus. As a metic, he was unable to 
take part in the political life of the city, but he devoted himself 
with considerable success to the remunerative pursuit of 
working as a logographer. He sided with the pro-Macedonians 
and, after the restoration of democracy in Athens with 
Demetrius Poliorcetes, in 307, he was obliged to go into exile. It 
was not until 292 that he was able to return to Athens, with the 
help of Theophrastus. His year of death is unknown. 

Of his vast production, no more than three orations have 
come down to us: Against Demosthenes, Against Aristogiton and 
Against Philocles. Written on the occasion of the scandal 
involving Harpalus (see above in connection with Demosthenes 
and Hyperides, 2.2, 4.3), they are notably important documents 
for a reconstruction of the events. We also have fragments of 
other speeches. 

His style imitates that of Demosthenes, though it is 
considerably rougher and less refined; at times he openly 
resorts to offensive modes of speech, sometimes bordering on 
forms that are little short of vulgarity. Among the orators 
included in the Alexandrian canon, Dinarchus is the last one, not 
only in chronology but also in terms of the value of his 
eloquence. 


XIII Philosophy in the Fourth Century B.C. 


1 History of literature and history of philosophy 


The chapters we have devoted so far to the authors of 
specifically philosophical texts (from the origins right up to pre- 


Socratic philosophy, extending as far as the Sophists and 
including Socrates himself) were composed while keeping in 
mind a more general problem, which it is now worth addressing 
in a more explicit manner, especially since we are now about to 
examine two thinkers of the status of Plato and Aristotle. 

The problem can be summarised as follows: a manual on 
the history of Greek literature cannot and should not take the 
place of a handbook of the history of ancient philosophy, yet on 
the other hand it cannot and should not neglect or merely gliss 
over authors who canonically belong to the domain of 
philosophy. The same can be said for the different sectors of 
scientific literature, based as they are on a notably structured 
and consolidated technical background, as is the case for 
medicine and the various sciences of nature. 

There can be no doubt whatsoever that distinctions of this 
kind act as a helpful guideline: accordingly, their value remains 
intact, above all in the formative stage. Yet it is equally true that 
the main lines of orientation should not be too rigid, for this 
would transform them into insurmountable barriers. At this 
point, our reader will no doubt “have seen enough” to be ina 
position to wonder how deep certain dividing lines run. It cannot 
be disputed that the traditional distinctions, which are always 
outlined in the handbooks, do provide guidance in orienting the 
learner, and therefore they are certainly helpful during the 
learning stages. Furthermore, different handbooks and 
disciplines must necessarily, if for no other than practical 
reasons, establish divisions that cannot and must not be 
scorned. In actual fact a discerning reader will soon realise that 
the distinctions are perhaps not as deep as they may appear on 
first sight and will, on reflection, come to the conclusion that the 
tendency to compartmentalise (if that indeed is what is done) 
always causes more damage than might be expected. One need 
only reflect for a moment on the extent to which such figures as 
Heraclitus, Parmenides or Empedocles (citizens pleno iure of a 
handbook of history of philosophy) are to be considered 
“literature” and, on the other hand, on how much “philosophy” 
is contained in the works of authors such as Aeschylus, 


Sophocles or Thucydides (citizens pleno iure of a handbook of 
history of literature). 

On the other hand, the differences cannot simply be swept 
nonchalantly under the carpet: they do effectively exist and 
must be borne in mind, because it is equally important not to 
lose sight of the specific distinctions and technical aspects that 
demarcate the various disciplines. This is a problem that sooner 
or later comes to the surface and cannot easily be addressed in 
an appropriately balanced manner - although this is the aim 
that should always be pursued. The chapters on the pre-Socratic 
philosophers, as well as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle and so 
forth, must at all costs be included in a handbook of the history 
of literature, because it would be quite unthinkable to omit such 
characters, but their presentation must be distinct from the 
portrayals found in a handbook of history of ancient philosophy: 
rather, every effort should be made to ensure, to the greatest 
possible extent, that their depiction in a handbook such as the 
present one conforms to the characteristics and orientations of 
a work that describes itself as a “history of literature.” It is 
essential for there to be awareness of the problem, that is to 
say, of the differences, but this does not mean that the issue 
should be addressed as if there were unsurmountable 
partitions. 

We cannot overlook - and this is universally recognised - 
that we have knowledge of ancient philosophy by virtue of the 
works (which have come down to us either in their entire form 
or in fragments), whose authors made use of literary genres in 
order to communicate their thoughts and employed means of 
expression that were commonly employed for poetry and prose, 
but with a different type of content. However, above all in the 
context of the various schools of philosophy, much was also 
entrusted to oral teaching and to a direct relation between the 
master and the disciple. This led to significant losses as well as 
extremely lacunose knowledge, resulting in innumerable gaps in 
the texts: but it is well to bear in mind that the material which is 
indeed known to us has survived precisely because it found its 
way into some written literary channel, and this enabled it to be 


preserved (in some cases, at least). Even Socrates, who refused 
to put anything down in writing at all on any kind of medium, 
has the right to appear in a history of literature: partly because 
we know him thanks to the literary works others have written 
about him, and partly also because he certainly exerted 
enormous influence on the works written by other scholars. 

Before the age of Socrates, philosophy was expressed 
through the medium of poetry (using the series of hexameters 
of the epic tradition) or in the form of prose treatises; later, 
dialogue was felt to be better suited to the need to provide a 
suitable form of expression for Socratic teaching. Plato adopted 
this genre, with the consequence that it was awarded a 
permanent place in the history of literary art. Thereafter, schools 
of philosophy, from the Hellenistic Age onwards, always involved 
a relationship between such aspects as teaching, oral discussion 
within the individual schools and the literary production of 
philosophers, with an interaction that was manifested through 
numerous different modes of philosophical writing. Dialogue 
was still widely used, albeit often far removed from the Platonic 
spirit and the original philosophical meaning; the treatise not 
infrequently began to take on defensive and polemical features 
reflecting the competition among schools. At a certain point the 
form of the epistle came into use; sporadically, poetry also put 
in an appearance again; commentaries became increasingly 
frequent, with their characteristic of expressing a thought by re- 
elaborating a tradition universally recognised as being highly 
authoritative (the development of Aristotelian and Platonic 
commentaries is one of the most striking aspects in the long 
history of these two schools). 


2 Plato and the Old Academy 


2.1 Plato: life 


We do not have much information on the life of Plato. The main 
sources for the reconstruction of his biography are Epistle VII by 


Plato himself (though debate is still on-going with regard to the 
question of its authenticity); Book III of the Lives of the 
Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius; the biography composed in 
the sixth century A.D. by the Neoplatonist Olympiodorus; and 
also the Life of Dion by Plutarch, an anonymous Life (that has 
come down to us as the foreword of an anonymous text 
Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy) and occasional references 
that can be found scattered in the works of various authors. 

According to the evidence stemming from the Hellenistic 
chronographer Apollodorus of Athens, Plato was born during 
the 88th Olympiad (428-425 B.C.: probably in the year 428/7), 
either in Athens or, according to other sources, on the island of 
Aegina. His real name was Aristocles, but on account of his 
physical constitution, his gymnastics master nicknamed him 
Plato, from mtAatuc (platys), “wide,” “broad-shouldered.” His 
family belonged to the Athenian aristocracy and held an 
important position within the city: his father Ariston boasted a 
line of descent from the mythical Athenian king Codrus; his 
mother Perictione had Solon among her ancestors in the male 
line and was a close relative of the philosopher and tragedian 
Critias, as well as being the sister of Charmides, both being 
members of the group of Thirty Tyrants who ruled Athens 
between 404 and 403. Plato received his education in a family 
and social context which imbued him with a political aversion to 
the radical democratic regime that was in power during the final 
decades of the fifth century. He received the typical education of 
a young aristocrat, which included studies of grammar and 
music as well as practice in gymnastics; he is said to have made 
several attempts in the fields of painting and poetry 
(dithyrambs, lyric songs and tragedies), though he apparently 
soon consigned his efforts to flames (a few epigrams have come 
down to us under his name). During his ephébia (the period of 
“military service”: ephébos was the term used for young 
Athenian males who had come of age and were thus included 
on the list of citizens) he took part in some military campaigns 
during the Peloponnesian War. 

Around 408/7, when he was about twenty years of age, he 


met and engaged in friendly relations with Socrates, partly by 
virtue of the friendship between the latter and Plato’s relatives 
Critias and Charmides as well as between Socrates and Plato’s 
brothers Adeimantus and Glaucon. This is the only definite piece 
of information available to us that gives any hint concerning his 
first contact with philosophy, and it was certainly the decisive 
event of his life: it gave rise to such a profound bond that 
Socrates is the protagonist of the absolute majority of Plato’s 
dialogues, even those where the disciple had matured to the 
point of expressing a thought that was completely his own. Very 
strongly attracted by the teachings of Socrates, Plato 
abandoned his youthful poetic ambition and the aspiration to 
active political commitment which, by family tradition, should 
have been his natural calling: instead, he decided to devote 
himself to philosophy, following the teaching of his master up to 
the time of his death. His “conversion” from poetry to 
philosophy is described in the biography of Diogenes Laertius 
(III 5) in a compellingly symbolic form: “when he was about to 
compete for a prize in tragedy, he listened to Socrates in front of 
the theatre of Dionysus, after which he burned his poems.” 
Above and beyond the specific anecdotes on Plato’s growing 
interest in philosophical subjects and discussions, the evidence 
derivable from Aristotle and Diogenes Laertius reveals that 
before his life-changing encounter with Socrates, he was also 
influenced by Heraclitean doctrines (through Cratylus, one of 
the followers of Heraclitus) and had come into contact with 
Eleatic philosophy: it is certain that Plato had good knowledge of 
Parmenides. 

After the adverse outcome of the Peloponnesian War (404), 
followed by the despicable experience of the regime of the 
Thirty Tyrants (404/3) and subsequently the return of democracy 
in Athens, in 399 Plato was distraught over the death of 
Socrates, who first had suffered the hostility of the oligarchs, 
only to then be unjustly condemned and put to death by the 
democratic regime. But Plato did not abandon philosophy: on 
the contrary, he began to practise it directly as his own 
independent activity, viewing it as a necessary premise for 


proper political commitment that aimed to work for the good of 
mankind. Since both oligarchy and democracy had proved to be 
equally unjust and incapable of governing a state in the best 
possible manner, Plato addressed the problem of a new 
approach to politics and a form of the state that would be 
capable of ensuring justice and good. Disappointed by the 
events and behaviour of the city towards his master, for over a 
decade, from 399 up to 387, he lived away from Athens and 
devoted himself to travelling. With a few friends he spent some 
time at Megara, hosted by Euclides, the disciple of Socrates and 
founder of the Megarian school (cf. The Classical Age IV 2.2.4); he 
quite likely also visited Crete (his works show that he had 
knowledge of its constitution) and Egypt; in Cyrene he in all 
probability had contact with the groups of Socratics who 
gathered round Aristippus (cf. The Classical Age IV 2.2.3). Finally, 
he travelled to southern Italy, where he entered into contact 
with exponents of Pythagoreanism, among whom mention can 
be made of Archytas of Tarentum (a significant figure who took 
an interest in music, mathematics and mechanics and was 
deeply involved in politics; only a few fragments of Archytas’ 
writings remain). In this environment, Plato may also have had 
some contact with the Eleatic school. It was quite probably these 
encounters with Pythagorean environments that encouraged his 
investigation of mystery cults and Orphic doctrines (in particular 
the transmigration of souls). 

Another quite important episode in the life of Plato, leading 
to rather momentous developments, was the journey he 
undertook to Syracuse in 388/7. At the time, Syracuse was the 
most powerful city in Sicily and one of the most important in the 
whole of the Greek world; there he was hosted by the tyrant 
Dionysius I the Elder and entered into friendly relations with the 
young nobleman Dion (a brother-in-law of the tyrant), in whom 
he recognised the qualities of an enlightened politician. In 
Plato's vision, Syracuse thus began to take on the appearance of 
a place offering the potential for realisation of his projects of a 
political regime founded on philosophical principles. This project 
was to inspire much of his subsequent reflection, leading up to 


his greatest speculative expression in Republic and in Laws as 
well as an autobiographical testimony in Epistle VII. It appears 
that the philosopher also sought to find a concrete manner of 
effectively putting his ideas into action, though it is not clear 
whether there is any truth in claim that he supported a plot 
against Dionysius I guided by Dion and that, once the plan to 
overthrow the tyrant had failed, he managed to save himself 
only by making a precipitous departure from Sicily. According to 
an anecdotal tradition, his flight from the scene is claimed to 
have taken place in hazardous circumstances fraught with 
danger: according to the story, he was taken prisoner and sold 
as a Slave on the island of Aegina, until quite by chance a citizen 
of Cyrene redeemed him by paying the ransom and thus 
obtained his release, which then allowed him to return home. 

He thus returned to Athens in 387 and decided to found his 
own school of philosophy, which he set up close to the area 
considered to be the hallowed resting place of the hero 
Academus that was dedicated to the Muses and Apollo: hence 
the name of Academy, in Greek Akadnuia. It was an institution 
where the teachers (whose ranks included Plato’s older pupils, 
such as his nephew Speusippus and also Xenocrates) as well as 
the students devoted themselves to studies and philosophical 
research, debating “without hostility” (as he says in Epistle VII) 
and adopting a lifestyle whereby they lived in common (perhaps 
drawing inspiration from the model of the Pythagorean 
communities he had come to know in Magna Graecia). A few 
years earlier, around 390, Isocrates had opened his own school 
of training in humanism-rhetoric-politics, which aimed to 
present itself as the one and only school for the education of 
man as a citizen. Clearly, Plato’s project was openly in 
competition with that of Isocrates. The two schools made a 
decisive contribution to the education of intellectual and political 
elites of the fourth century. 

Also in the Academy the political goals were the foundation 
and establishment of the basic curriculum of studies and 
training for man-as-citizen. However, a contrast between 
different approaches can be outlined: whereas Isocrates (who 


claimed to be a philosopher, but did not elaborate a system of 
thought and doctrine) pursued a political education centring 
mainly on eloquence and on the use of language, Plato had in 
mind a form of political commitment guided by philosophy and 
founded on the theoretical elaboration of a coherent system of 
thought, which would emphasise primarily its relation with 
philosophical and ethical reflection. In practical terms, this 
contrast between schools and different educational approaches 
allowed Isocrates’ approach to exert an effect over the concrete 
situations of society in various different ways, through his 
students who occupied important positions, whereas Plato’s 
attempts to bring his own opinions to bear in the sphere of 
politics failed to lead to any concrete result. Over a twenty-year 
period, characterised by teaching and illuminating debates in 
the stimulating environment of the Academy, the philosopher 
built up the most significant part of the body of his doctrines, 
which he set down in writings commonly referred to as the 
“dialogues of maturity” (see below 2.3.2). 

When in 367 Dionysius the Elder died in Syracuse and was 
succeeded by his son Dionysius II the Younger, Plato was invited 
by his friend Dion to go back to Sicily, with the renewed hope of 
being able to present his political project, given that the new 
tyrant seemed particularly well-disposed towards philosophical 
investigation. But Dionysius II proved to have a flighty and 
impulsive character and had relatively little interest in profound 
philosophical knowledge: furthermore, relations with his uncle 
Dion and his friends were particularly tense. Plato found himself 
involved in Syracusan political conflicts: as a result, the project of 
a philosophical government failed. Suspecting Dion of being 
involved in plots designed to seize power, the tyrant sent him 
into exile and forbade the philosopher from leaving the island. 
Only in 365 did Dionysius change his mind and allow himself to 
be persuaded to let Plato move freely; accordingly, the latter 
was then able to set sail for Athens, with the promise that he 
would return as soon as the situation had quietened down. 

A few years later, Dionysius did indeed invite Plato to return 
to Syracuse, promising that he would also call Dion back from 


exile. The philosopher allowed himself to be persuaded (partly, 
perhaps, as a result of insistence by Archytas and conceivably by 
Dion himself); he thus set out on his third trip to Sicily in 361. 
Plato admits, in Epistle VII, that he nursed few illusions about the 
chance of a positive outcome of the question, but the prospect 
of setting up a government that would be genuinely based on 
philosophy was too attractive to be rejected, even when the 
likelihood of success seemed to be remote. The following year, 
however, having realised that there was little hope of being able 
to bring positive influence to bear on the capricious character of 
the tyrant, Plato made the decision to abandon Syracuse and, 
with it, the illusion of bringing a new regime to life on the island, 
one that would be enlightened by philosophy. Dionysius sought 
at all costs to prevent the philosopher’s departure, but this time 
his resistance was thwarted thanks to the influential pressure of 
Archytas of Tarentum. Plato thus succeeded in escaping and was 
able to return once and for all to Athens, after stopping briefly at 
Olympia, where he met Dion. Subsequently, in 357, Dion would 
go on to seize power at Syracuse, with a coup d’état, but he was 
to meet his end three years later, as a result of a plot hatched 
against him. This was undoubtedly the background event that 
was linked to the drafting of Epistle VII, which he sent to Dion's 
relatives and friends, and also (if it is authentic) the composition 
of a funeral epigram that has come down to us (Palatine 
Anthology VII 99). 

Plato returned to Athens and to his teaching position in the 
Academy, definitively abandoning any attempt at active political 
involvement. He devoted his later years to in-depth 
philosophical reflection and to writing and composing his works. 
It is significant that political issues constituted the essence of his 
final and longest work, Laws, which was left unfinished at his 
death and was published posthumously by his disciple Philippus 
of Opus. Plato died in 347. 


2.2 The corpus of Plato’s works 


While the writings of the philosophers who preceded him are 


known to us basically through fragments of greater or smaller 
size, Plato is the first philosopher (and one of the few) for whom 
we possess his entire works. In fact, it would not be mistaken to 
speak of a veritable corpus, within which, together with the 
majority of the works, which are definitely authentic, one is quite 
likely also to come across a few cases of works of debated 
authenticity and various works that are certainly not authentic 
but have also found their way into the collection. An edition of 
Plato’s works was probably drawn up within the Academy 
during the first half of the third century B.C., at the time when 
the school was being run by Arcesilaus of Pitane (ca. 315-240). 
According to the information provided by Diogenes Laertius, the 
Platonic works were organised into trilogies (i.e. groups of 
three) by the Alexandrian philologist Aristophanes of Byzantium, 
whereas the present-day subdivision into nine tetralogies (i.e. 
groups of four) is thought to be owed to Thrasyllus (an 
astronomer active at the court of Tiberius, according to the 
common identification), who lived between the first century B.C. 
and the first century A.D. The numerous medieval manuscripts 
are characterised by the subdivision into tetralogies, which 
evidently became the preferred format. We also have a very 
large number of papyrus fragments, attesting to the fact that 
Plato’s works were widely read throughout all the time periods; 
this, in turn, suggests that various exemplars must have found 
their way into the Byzantine world. 

Apart from the Apology of Socrates and thirteen Epistles, the 
body of extant Platonic works is composed of 34 dialogues (to 
which should be added a collection of Definitions and another 7 
short dialogues already regarded as non-authentic by the 
ancients). The only works in which the author speaks in the first 
person are the Letters; in the Apology it is only Socrates who 
speaks, since it is composed of three speeches pronounced by 
the Socrates himself in his own defence during the trial; for all 
the remaining works, Plato - like other disciples of Socrates 
(Antisthenes, Euclides of Megara, Aristippus of Cyrene and 
Xenophon) - adopted dialogue as the mode of expression. It is a 
choice that may seem strange, because it may leave one 


wondering why a great thinker of the status of Plato (in contrast, 
for instance, to the proud self-proclaimed talents of many pre- 
Socratics) would opt to express his ideas without any formal 
introduction of his own personal “self.” Actually one need not be 
surprised if, first and foremost, the situation is viewed in the 
framework of Socratic teachings, as this leads to an 
understanding of how it came to be that Plato felt this to be the 
most suitable manner of communicating an essential 
characteristic of his manner of doing philosophy: debate, 
pursued in common, focusing on the quest for truth. 

We mentioned this literary form earlier, in the chapter on 
Socrates (cf. The Classical Age IV 2.1.1, 2.1.3). Up to that time, 
philosophy had been expressed in the form of poetry (using the 
hexameter as in the tradition of epic) or as a prose treatise; from 
the time of Socrates’ teaching onwards, the dialogic form was 
felt to offer a more appropriate manner of expression, which 
would respond to the need for a more direct relation between 
the philosopher and his addressees. It thus became possible to 
convey the lively atmosphere of the rapid exchange of questions 
and answers, and the dialogue soon established itself as the 
type of writing best suited to tracking the thread of 
philosophical investigation and the associated research. There 
was no lack of literary antecedents, from dialogue in the 
framework of theatre to the snatches of dialogue depicted by 
historians (such as the dialogue between Croesus and Solon in 
Herodotus or the dialogue of the Athenians and the Melians in 
Thucydides). In the Socratic milieu, on the other hand, there 
arose an independent and new form, designed specifically to 
express a well-structured form of philosophy, which set out 
philosophical arguments that were carefully organised as 
regards both their results and - perhaps even more so - the 
path for achieving them. With Plato, dialogue reached the 
pinnacle of its achievements in literary and philosophical 
creation, as regards both artistic and stylistic refinement as well 
as the ability to express complex thought processes and to 
shape his ideas into a complex and well organised doctrine. In 
the proem of Theaetetus, written when Plato had reached 


maturity, he expressed lucid awareness of his literary choices. It 
was here that he drew a crucial distinction between two forms 
of dialogue: on the one hand there stood direct or mimetic- 
dramatic dialogue, in which the characters involved in the 
dialogue took the stage and engaged in direct exchange of 
snatches of speech; in contrast to this arrangement, one also 
finds other cases where indirect or narrative (diegetic) speech 
predominated, with a narrator reporting a conversation that had 
already taken place earlier (and, on occasion, Socrates himself 
describes a conversation in which he had participated directly). 
This second form offered the possibility of enriching the 
philosophical dialogue, above all as regards the characters and 
the background scene; such a technique can be seen in 
Protagoras, with Socrates’ entry into Callias’ house where a 
meeting among a number of Sophists is being held, or in 
Symposium, with the series of different individuals brought in to 
deliver a speech on love, until Alcibiades bursts onto the scene. 
On other occasions, the background of the conversation may be 
highlighted with highly refined tools specifically selected for 
their evocative potential, as is the case in Phaedrus, where the 
outdoor scenes take place in the blazing summer heat along the 
banks of the river Ilissus. 

The overall set of Platonic dialogues does, however, present 
a few problems, not infrequently interrelated: namely, 
authenticity, chronology and the evolution of the dialogic form. 
Modern criticism has frequently raised the question of the 
authenticity of the material that has come down to us within the 
Platonic corpus. We have already noted that some of the smaller 
works, which do not form part of the body of texts organised 
into the nine tetralogies, are definitely not authentically by Plato 
and were already recognised as such even in antiquity (for 
instance, some of them mention events or characters Plato 
could not possibly have known, for chronological reasons). The 
works in question are gathered together in a collection of 
philosophical Definitions and 7 short dialogues. However, even a 
few of the works incorporated into the nine tetralogies (a total 
of 34 dialogues, the Apology of Socrates and the Epistles) have 


raised doubts as to their genuinely Platonic authorship. In the 
past (above all in the nineteenth century), a number of attempts 
were made to “unmask” non-Platonic works, sometimes with a 
hypercritical attitude that resulted in excessive scepticism. At a 
later stage, criticism gave greater credit to the ancient tradition, 
seeking to avoid the risk of a somewhat unmethodical 
procedure, as had at times occurred when, for instance, the 
authenticity of a dialogue was denied because of preconceived 
ideas on what could and what could not be Platonic thought. 
The positions of more recent criticism have restored to Plato 
almost all the works included in the nine tetralogies. But this 
does not mean that there need be no further doubts concerning 
a certain number of dialogues, such as Alcibiades II, Hipparchus, 
The Lovers, Minos, Theages, Cleitophon and Epinomis. A separate 
case, in which discussions are ongoing even at the present time, 
concerns the authenticity of the Epistles (among which we have 
noted the special importance of Epistle VII). 

A rather tricky problem, clearly linked to questions 
concerning the evolution of the dialogue form and the 
authenticity of surviving works, is the chronology of Plato’s 
works. The importance of establishing the date of composition 
(absolute chronology) and the sequence (relative chronology) of 
the dialogues obviously resides in the fact that this would 
enable us to make a more precise evaluation of the 
development of Plato’s thought. For instance, in some of his 
works the same arguments are discussed in strikingly different 
terms: this could be seen as an evolution of his thought, a 
change of opinion or even as a veritable contradiction. 
Accordingly, the chronological sequence is of the utmost 
importance; however, one should beware of the risk of a vicious 
circle, namely, on the one hand, of basing an analysis of the 
evolution of his thought on the relative chronology and, on the 
other, of basing the relative chronology on the evolution of his 
thought. In seeking a solution, a number of different arguments 
can be adduced, though unfortunately they are often not 
decisive; they may serve to establish relative chronologies, as for 
instance in certain internal references between one dialogue 


and another, or sequences of thought that do not appear to be 
modifiable. References to known historical events do not always 
offer a genuine immediate terminus post quem that would be 
helpful for dating a composition, because the dialogues 
sometimes reflect temporally distant situations and are 
therefore of use only for situating the episodes represented. In 
the attempt to fix at least a relative chronology among the 
various dialogues, analysts have also turned to internal criteria 
such as the evolution of aspects of style: in particular, 
stylometric analysis, i.e. a statistical count of the occurrences of 
certain grammatical and dialectal forms in the different 
dialogues, and of terminological usage as well as particular 
stylemes and syntactic constructions, attracted considerable 
interest in the past, and is now undergoing a revival leading to 
interesting prospects, thanks also to the use of computerised 
investigative procedures. In any case, the starting point for any 
study on the chronology of the dialogues is the distance of their 
characteristics in comparison to Laws: the latter work is an 
extremely useful reference point as it is definitely Plato’s last 
work and the only one in which Socrates does not appear (apart 
from the doubtful Epinomis). 

Another criterion for establishing at least a rough sequence 
of the various works is traditionally that of making a distinction 
based on the particular dialogical form that characterises them 
and their (presumed) lesser or greater distance from the 
teachings of Socrates. Here too, however, it is of crucial 
importance to circumvent the risk of a vicious circle by 
suggesting that a dialogue is earlier because it is closer to 
Socrates and then, in a different context, suggesting that it is 
closer to Socrates because it is earlier. The earlier dialogues, i.e. 
those written at a younger age, are thought to be those that 
show greater closeness to the thought and figure of Socrates 
and which more directly and in a more immediate manner 
represent the Socratic practice of dialogue; in contrast, it is felt 
that the works Plato composed in later life would be more likely 
to put forward doctrines somewhat further removed from 
Socratic thought, and thus to present Plato’s own independent 


developments (such as the theory of Ideas). This too (bearing in 
mind, however, the ever-present doubts concerning how much 
can be truly regarded as genuinely and specifically “Socratic”: cf. 
The Classical Age IV 2.1.1) can be a helpful clue for establishing a 
relative chronology: it is a fact that in some dialogues the figure 
of Socrates seems to be relegated to the background and that in 
Laws, his last composition, Socrates is absent. Certain formal 
characteristics appear, in the main, to be in harmony with this 
aspect, but no absolute rule can be stated. The mimetic- 
dramatic dialogues are thought to date from the earliest period: 
they feature direct dialogue and rapid question-and-answer 
exchanges that follow one another without any link given by an 
explanatory narrator; all that is indicated is the name of the 
characters. In contrast, Plato’s gradual abandonment of the 
mimetic form in favour of narrated dialogue and descriptive 
elements is regarded as typical of production in his maturity: in 
the latter stage, narrative or diegetic dialogues prevailed, with 
the dialogue proper being incorporated within a narrative 
frame, while the succession of rapid exchanges or questions and 
answers was replaced by lengthier stretches of more complex 
sentences. This is a possible argument that may offer 
provisional support for this line of analysis, but great caution 
should be exercised in this context. 

The overall set of these studies and the combination of the 
various factors has yielded results which, taken as a whole, are 
of acceptable homogeneity, in the (limited) sense that Plato’s 
works can thus be distinguished into several largish groups: the 
dialogues dating from his youth, those from his maturity and 
those written late in life and in old age. Overall, no global and 
substantial objections are raised against this reference 
framework: we will therefore follow this structural approach in 
the following presentation; however, it should constantly be 
borne in mind that this is not a rigid arrangement, and there is 
no line of division between one group and another: rather, 
additional relative chronologies among these large groups can 
be suggested. 

However, a word should also be said with regard to the 


question of the so-called Gypaga S6ypata, the “unwritten 
doctrines” of Plato mentioned by Aristotle (Physics 209, 13-15) 
and other ancient authors. In recent decades a group of 
scholars, the so-called “Tubingen School” and other researchers 
who align themselves with this approach, have sought to place 
considerable emphasis on the significance of these works, 
arguing that only within the school, orally, did Plato make 
known the highest level of his knowledge. According to this 
interpretation, he is claimed to have reserved his final words on 
philosophy for in-depth training of his disciples and debate 
within the Academy rather than publicising it through the 
written medium. Consequently, the “literary” works can be 
viewed as the bearers of a lower level of communication and 
philosophical teaching, because truth cannot be expressed in 
the written form. Certainly, the content of the published 
dialogues would still - in this perspective - maintain a 
philosophical value, a propaedeutic function, as a sort of 
protreptic designed to act as an invitation to the study of 
philosophy and thereby focus attention on the value of its 
teachings. But the complete and absolute final point of arrival, 
the loftiest and conclusive realisation of his thought, the 
ultimate and most supreme of all truths - these were crucial 
elements that Plato reserved to the “unwritten doctrines” rather 
than to his written works. A connection can easily be surmised 
between this approach and the notorious polemic against the 
written medium, as well as his declared preference for oral 
communication, which he expressed above all in Phaedrus (a 
dialogue written in his mature years), where Plato has Socrates 
say that direct discussion among characters who are asking 
questions and giving answers is superior to a written treatment 
of the subject, inasmuch as the latter is fixed unchangeably and 
is left exposed to the risk of misinterpretation without any 
possibility of a defensive comeback. 

The approach of the “Tubingen School,” which remains very 
much a minority position within studies on Plato, is undoubtedly 
interesting; however, the reconstruction of a presumed “real 
Plato,” confined exclusively to oral communication, not only 


seems to rest on bases that give no guarantee of solidity, but 
also - and above all - it ends up considering Plato’s work as little 
more than a somewhat paltry expression of thought in 
comparison to the grandiose, stimulating and provocative 
complexity of the written works. Furthermore, in this 
perspective, the effort devoted to achieving a form of “literary” 
expression observed in the works of Plato would give the 
impression of being completely disproportionate, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively. Can one think of Cratylus, or 
Republic, or Laws as lower-level products designed for a lower- 
level public? Plato’s imposing oeuvre consisting of the nine 
tetralogies stands before us as an indestructible testimony to 
his power of thought and art of the word. 


2.3 Main lines of Plato’s thought 


We mentioned above that one can approach Plato by dividing 
his works into three large groups, without necessarily assuming 
that any such arrangement will result in creating rigid divisions. 
Broadly speaking, his dialogues can be classified as follows: the 
dialogues dating from his youth, those from his maturity and 
those written late in life and in his old age. In the description 
given below, we will take it for granted that we are working 
within a framework of hypothetical reconstruction, i.e. a 
framework in which the information is undoubtedly probable, 
but undoubtedly far from certain. 

To begin with, we may address a first phase, represented by 
dialogues defined as “Socratic” or “aporetic”: these are 
dialogues that focus essentially on the refutation by Socrates 
(the dominant figure) of the claims to possession of great 
knowledge advanced both by traditional culture and by the new 
Sophistic culture. From Socrates’ perspective, this refutation is 
also a polemical stance against the kind of education that 
derives from these approaches. However, while the dialogues of 
this early phase show a predominance of criticism and a 
demolishing attitude against current opinion, no definitive 
solution is proposed for the problem at hand. 


The dialogues of Plato’s mature phase set out, ina 
constructive manner, the principles and founding aspects of his 
thought. In Plato’s view, the fundamental Socratic question of 
“what is it?” implies two inseparable aspects: one of a 
gnoseological nature, namely the problem of providing certain, 
unchanging and universal knowledge, and the other ontological, 
concerning the question of the existence and characteristics of 
real and unchangeable reality. The answer lies in the 
formulation of the doctrine of Ideas. The Idea is the true and 
perfect essence of phenomena; the multiple reality of the visible 
world, changeable and therefore imperfect and destined to 
perish, is modelled on the transcendent reality of Ideas, namely 
of entities that are purely intelligible, absolute, eternal and 
unchanging. On the ontological plane, the doctrine of Ideas 
supplies a solution to the problem of being, which the entire 
range of previous philosophy had addressed in different ways. 
On the gnoseological plane, it provides a guarantee that sure 
and universal knowledge is possible: the Ideas are the truth, the 
truth exists and can be known. Furthermore, Ideas, in their 
absolute perfection, also constitute a system of values that 
tangible reality can use as a sounding board to measure and 
assess its own validity; at the same time, on the basis of these 
values, tangible reality can itself become the object of moral 
judgement. This doctrine has strong ethical implications, which 
also emerge in the conception - present in some of the 
dialogues - of a universe of Ideas arranged around the Idea of 
the Good. The soul is immortal: before birth it was in contact 
with the pure and perfect reality of Ideas, but the knowledge 
with which the soul was thereby endowed subsequently became 
imperfect or disappeared when the latter was imprisoned in the 
body. However, the soul does not belong to the intelligible world 
of Ideas nor to the tangible world: it is a principle of movement 
and of life, endowed with a twofold identity: good and rational 
impulses orient it towards Ideas, tangible passions of the senses 
and of the flesh drag it towards corporality and the earth. The 
rigorous quest for truth in the gnoseological perspective and 
the exercise of virtue in the sphere of ethics are the paths that 


lead towards the world of Ideas. Together with these, Plato also 
indicates a third possibility, constituted by erds: love allows a 
glimpse of the existence of the Beautiful and the Good and 
leads man to desire to have these. 

The theory of knowledge achieved its finest and most 
complete expression in some dialogues from Plato’s maturity, 
also referred to as the “dialectic” dialogues. First and foremost, 
two types of knowledge are distinguished: cogia (sophia), 
“wisdom,” which concerns the intelligible reality of Ideas; 50&a 
(doxa), “opinion,” concerning the tangible world of phenomena. 
The most important role is awarded to dialectics: Plato 
conceives of dialectics as a rigorous procedure for achieving 
knowledge of the one and only true reality, namely, the world of 
Ideas, its characteristics and its relations with the tangible world 
of phenomena. The latter, in turn, bears a relation to Ideas that 
can be described as one of “participation”: this theory allows 
Plato to overcome the Parmenidean absolute separation 
between being, i.e. the Ideas, and non-being, i.e. phenomena. 

Plato’s rich and complex ethical and political reflection is 
another essential aspect of his philosophy. He took as his 
starting point the example of wisdom and faithfulness to ethical 
principles given by Socrates: shaken by the dramatic sequence 
of events in which he saw his own teacher become a martyr of 
truth and the victim of total misunderstanding by his fellow 
citizens, Plato perceived the importance and urgency of 
delineating the position of a philosopher within society and in 
relation to the powers-that-be. This led him to adopt the view, in 
line with Socratic teaching, that a philosopher has a 
fundamental and crucial ineluctable responsibility to provide 
ethical-political guidance in the context of education. That he 
was firmly convinced of the correctness of this approach is fully 
testified by the concrete risks and difficulties Plato was willing to 
face in the illusion of being able to set up in Sicily his ideal of a 
form of rule and government that would be enlightened by 
philosophical knowledge. On the theoretical plane, the 
importance of politics is also signalled by his unfailing 
commitment in seeking to delineate (in Republic) his conception 


of an ideal state, the aim of which should be that of achieving 
citizens’ happiness by means of full implementation of the 
virtues. 


2.3.1 Early or “Socratic” dialogues 


The term “Socratic” dialogues refers to the works Plato probably 
composed during the first phase of his philosophical activity, 
after his master’s death, presumably during his stay in Megara 
and prior to the founding of the Academy (387). The central 
elements around which these dialogues cluster consist of the 
figure of Socrates and his dialectical method: taken together, 
these two features successfully refute the foundations of 
traditional thought and of Sophistic movement. The polemic had 
a direct effect on a considerable part of the cultural panorama 
of Athens in the final decades of the fifth century and the 
beginning of the fourth. In the overall body of these texts, the 
demolition of current opinions was not followed by a part which 
could be defined, strictly speaking, as constructive, where a 
solution would be proposed for the problem that has been 
raised: the questions are left open and allow a potential 
continuation. Accordingly, these dialogues are also Known as 
“aporetic.” 

Within this group of dialogues a distinction can be drawn, 
for purposes of easier orientation among the various texts, 
between those aiming to refute traditional modes of knowledge 
as a whole, and those developing a specific polemic against the 
utilitarian forms put forward by Sophistic educational models. 
The first of these two groups includes Apology of Socrates, Crito, 
Lysis, Charmides, Laches, Euthyphro, Ion, Alcibiades 1 and Alcibiades 
II. The question of the authenticity of the last three of this group 
has stirred notable controversy, but it is quite likely that only for 
Alcibiades II is there serious cause for suspicion. The Apology of 
Socrates displays the three speeches delivered in self-defence by 
the philosopher in 399 B.C., when present in the court which 
then sentenced him to death: Socrates emphasises his 


innocence and his spotless behaviour, without foregoing his 
typical irony. An ironic attitude also characterises the figure of 
the master in Crito, which derives its title from the name of the 
friend of Socrates who tried to persuade him to break out of jail. 
Socrates refuses the proposal, asserting his intention to respect 
the laws of the city, even if he believes them to be unjust. In the 
final part of the dialogue, Socrates imagines that the Laws - 
personified - pay a visit to him in order to request that he 
should treat them respectfully at this time, just as had been the 
case in the past. The dialogues bearing the titles Lysis, Charmides 
and Laches report on several philosophical conversations 
between Socrates and disciples or friends belonging to 
illustrious Athenian families. Each of these dialogues is devoted 
to the problem of understanding and defining a moral concept, 
respectively friendship, courage and temperance. In Euthyphro 
and also in Jon, Socrates meets characters who, in contrast to 
the interlocutors of the previous dialogues, are not devotees of 
his and belong, rather, to professional social groups. In 
conversational exchanges with the soothsayer Euthyphro the 
philosopher addresses a number of different aspects of 
contemporary religious beliefs, while the conversation with the 
rhapsode Ion discusses the nature itself of poetry, the latter 
being viewed not as an art or a profession that can be taught 
and learned (téxvn), but rather as the outcome of a form of 
divine rapture that involves, on various different levels, both the 
poet and the rhapsode as well as the listeners. 

A refutation of the teachings of the Sophists forms the 
object of the dialogues Hippias Major, Hippias Minor, Gorgias and 
Protagoras, the titles of which refer to famous Sophists. In 
Hippias Major the discussion focuses on the concept of beauty, 
while Hippias Minor is devoted to a typically Sophistic question: 
namely, reaching a decision as to which of the two following 
characters is better, Achilles or Odysseus. The conclusion is that 
doing an injustice voluntarily is preferable to doing so 
involuntarily. Protagoras, one of the finest and most famous 
Platonic works, praised also for its fascinating depiction of this 
Sophist from Abdera, centres firmly on the debate between 


Socrates and Protagoras concerning the question of whether 
political virtue can be taught and learned, or not. Other figures 
participating in the discussion are Hippias, Prodicus, Critias and 
Alcibiades; in the end, there emerges the idea of the identity 
between virtue and knowledge, and this, in turn, provides an 
affirmative answer to the problem that has been raised, namely, 
the teachability of virtue. Gorgias, with its density of concepts 
deriving from its main question, prefigures the complexity of 
some of the later dialogues: here the anti-Sophistic polemic 
takes on a stronger tone. The topic of the discussion between 
Socrates and Gorgias is the nature and the function of rhetoric, 
which Socrates condemns because it is grounded not on that 
which is intrinsically good and just, but rather on deceit for the 
purpose of achieving individual pleasure and interest. The 
ethical judgement on rhetoric is linked to the conception of the 
state and the tasks of politicians: a politician must pursue the 
objective of the good and moral growth of his fellow citizens, 
even at the cost of unpopularity and condemnation. Socrates 
awards priority to truth and justice (it is better to suffer an 
injustice than to commit an unjust action) and he supports the 
political value of his education, which aimed to achieve the good 
for all people: it matters little if this will result in his being 
sentenced to death, because a just man has no fear of death. 


2.3.2 The dialogues of his mature years 


These are the dialogues that Plato probably composed - or at 
least, the greater part of them - in Athens over the twenty-year 
period 387-367 (that is to say, roughly between the age of forty 
and sixty, although these figures do not represent absolute 
chronological values). They arose as the fruit of reflection and 
teaching within the framework of the Academy. In contrast to 
the earlier dialogues, those included in the present group have a 
mainly constructive and propositive value and outline the 
fundamental principles and main aspects of Plato’s thought. The 
doctrine of Ideas puts in an appearance and then comes to the 


forefront of attention as the high-point of Plato’s reflection, with 
its various aspects and implications. On the formal plane, direct, 
mimetic dialogue - which is dominant in the “Socratic” 
dialogues - is less frequently used, thereby allowing a 
predominance of narrative dialogue, often characterised by a 
less terse form of linguistic expression. 

Within this group, there are some works presenting 
particular characteristics (for example, a less systematic 
treatment), suggesting they should be classified in an 
intermediate position between Plato’s first period and his full 
maturity. For practical reasons, we can thus distinguish four 
dialogues assignable to his early maturity: Meno, Menexenus, 
Euthydemus and Cratylus. The first of these, Meno, revives the 
theme of the essence of virtue, focusing on the question of the 
extent to which virtue can be taught; Socrates puts forward the 
theory of anamnésis or reminiscence, which holds that learning 
consists in calling back to memory (or, in modern terms, to the 
upper strata of one’s consciousness) the reality the soul had 
seen and learned to know before birth. As a confirmation of this 
state of affairs, Socrates guides a slave in carrying out the 
procedure for solving a problem of geometry. In Menexenus, 
Socrates repeats to the young man named in the title the 
funeral encomium that Aspasia (the famous hetaira who was 
Pericles’ partner) had declaimed, just the day before, in honour 
of the fallen in the war of Corinth (395-386 B.C.). The intention is 
to present a parody of the funeral speech. In Euthydemus, Plato 
returns to the polemic against the Sophistic movement and its 
degenerations. Socrates reveals to his disciple Crito the vanity of 
the arrogant behaviour flaunted by Euthydemus and 
Dionysodorus, who claim to be masters of virtue, whereas in 
actual fact they imitate the Socratic question-and-answer model, 
only to develop completely fallacious arguments. Cratylus 
addresses the problem, dear to the Sophists, of the correctness 
of names, i.e. of the relation holding between names and the 
things designated by the names in question. In this regard, 
Cratylus raises an objection against the argument, put forward 
by Hermogenes in this dialogue, that the association of a name 


with an object is purely conventional: instead, Cratylus contends 
that this association rests on a natural foundation. With a 
strongly ironic attitude, Socrates embarks on etymological 
analyses that supposedly demonstrate the natural correctness 
of names. The final implication is not so much a rejection of 
Cratylus’ theory as, rather, a demonstration of the meagre value 
of a type of knowledge founded exclusively on analysis of 
language. 

Symposium, Phaedo, Republic and Phaedrus are works Plato is 
believed to have composed in the full flush of maturity; they 
constitute the culmination of his reflection and the most 
supreme outcome of his literary art. 

At the centre of Symposium stands the theory, which Plato 
expresses using Socrates as his spokesman, that focuses on the 
role of erds in knowledge of absolute Beauty. The framework in 
which the dialogue is set provides a fascinating glimpse of one 
of the characteristic aspects of everyday life: the dialogue is set 
in the carefree atmosphere of a drinking session among a group 
of friends, who have been enjoying the banquet offered by the 
tragic poet Agathon to celebrate his victory in the drama 
competition. In an atmosphere of lively and confidential irony, 
those taking part in the get-together, including Socrates, 
exchange a series of comical jokes; drawing his inspiration from 
one of these, Socrates suggests that each of his fellow diners 
should take turns in giving a speech in praise of Eros. One ata 
time, various different characters take turns, giving a speech in 
which they put forward different conceptions of the nature and 
power of Eros. The comedy writer Aristophanes also takes his 
turn, narrating the “myth of the hermaphrodite,” in which 
sexual attraction is said to derive from the fact that Zeus, 
determined to punish human beings, divided them into two 
parts, which correspond to the current distinction of men versus 
women. Ever since then, the myth relates, each of the two parts 
perennially aspires to join up with the other again so as to 
reconstitute the original unity. It is finally Socrates’ turn to set 
forth his views: he would like to tell his fellow party-goers what 
the priestess Diotima revealed to him: the nature of Eros is 


intermediate between the divine and the human and it consists 
in arousing desire for the Beautiful, the lack of which is felt by 
Eros himself. Eros acts by generating, both on the level of the 
body, in the union of man with woman, and also on that of the 
soul, in the homoerotic pedagogic relationship, which results in 
elevation towards contemplation of absolute Beauty. Thus the 
most elevated dimension of Eros is the attraction towards 
knowledge of Beauty itself. The final part of the dialogue is 
marked by the impetuous arrival of Alcibiades, at the head of a 
rollicking gang of drunken partiers (a kKbmos, reminiscent of 
comedy scenes): the young man declaims at length, brilliantly 
and fervently, on Socrates’ most exceptional talents. There 
follows a squabble between Socrates and Alcibiades: the two vie 
with each other to gain the favour of Agathon, who awards 
preference to Socrates. At this point, a posse of rollicking 
drinkers arrives on the scene, and join the group: at the end, 
they all fall asleep, with the exception of Socrates, who leaves 
the scene accompanied by Euthydemus and makes his way 
towards the Lyceum, to spend a day there just like any other 
day. 

Just as the background for the Apology and Crito is formed 
by the trial and imprisonment of Socrates, so too in the dialogue 
entitled Phaedo the author recalls the final hours of his master’s 
life: in that last conversation, Socrates, with his disciples 
clustered round him (including Phaedo, who tells his friend 
Echecrates about the way the events had unfolded), had 
reflected at length on the immortality of the soul. While the 
disciples were disconsolate and grief-stricken on account of 
their master’s imminent fate, Socrates had displayed an 
incomprehensibly serene state of mind. There was no need to 
be distressed at the thought of death, he had stated; the body is 
like a prison for the soul, because the soul is prevented by the 
body, during earthly life, from rising to the loftier heights of 
truth. A genuine philosopher makes use of reason rather than 
the body, and therefore has the chance every day to acquire 
practice in dying; he has a desire for death because only by 
virtue of death can the soul, finally free, reach perfect 


knowledge. These statements were followed by a Series of 
demonstrations on the immortality of the soul: the theory of 
reminiscence, which demonstrates that the soul possesses 
innate knowledge and therefore is pre-existent compared to the 
body; the soul’s affinity with Ideas, which are simple, immortal 
and, additionally, participate in the divine nature; the principle 
of the exclusion of opposites, on the basis of which the soul, 
which is life-giving breath, cannot be reconciled with death. The 
discussion closes with a description of otherworldly life, by 
virtue of a great myth on Hades and the condition of the soul 
after death. The conclusion of the dialogue, as is also the case 
for its opening section, is imbued with touching pathos, arising 
from the contrast between the disciples’ tears and Socrates’ 
serene confidence, as he courageously gives up his life and 
allows death to take over. 

Republic (in Greek NoAtteta, Politeia) constitutes what can 
undoubtedly be regarded as Plato’s masterpiece of 
philosophical and political reflection. The title makes it clear that 
the author intended to align himself with those who had 
composed politeiai, that is to say, works focusing on the ideal 
form of the state (cf. The Classical Age XI 1.6, 1.8). Developing his 
arguments on the basis of this pivotal element, Plato built up a 
vast constellation of philosophical themes linked to and 
concerning a great range of subjects, from ethics to pedagogy, 
aesthetics, epistemology and metaphysics. He thus forged a 
monumental work, divided into ten books, which gathered 
together the author’s most important research in the field of 
political thought and other sectors of knowledge. The setting is 
the home of Cephalus, the orator Lysias’ father, where Socrates 
is exchanging ideas with Polemarchus (Cephalus’ son), as well 
as with the Sophist Thrasymachus and also Glaucon and 
Adeimantus (Plato’s brothers). The theme that starts the 
conversation and thereafter forms a backdrop to the whole of 
the dialogue, acting as the unifying element of the entire 
exchange of ideas, is that of justice. 


Book I. A discussion is developed concerning the issue of 


justice on the individual level, in the attempt to define 
rightful versus wrongful behaviour. 


Book II. Socrates proposes that the conversation should be 
shifted from the individual level to that of the state, so that 
the terms of the question can be underlined and made 
more clearly recognisable. The structure of the ideal state 
is delineated. Need lies at the origin of the body politic, 
within which a division into classes gradually takes shape, 
corresponding to the subdivision of tasks: a class of 
producers (farmers, craftsmen, merchants); a class of 
guardians (pUAakéc), who keep watch over contrasts that 
arise as a result of wealth; and a ruling class. With regard 
to the education of guardians, the philosopher gives a 
negative assessment of the role of poetry: poets’ fables 
are false and have an adverse educational effect, inasmuch 
as they represent divinity - which brings goodness and is 
the cause of that which is good - as corrupt and evil- 
minded. 


Book III. Discussion continues to focus on immoral poetry. 
Plato proceeds to draw up a distinction of poetic 
production into three categories: narrative poetry 
(exemplified by the dithyramb), imitative (drama) anda 
mixed version that is both narrative and imitative (epic). 
Imitative poetry is condemned, inasmuch as itis a 
pointless and misleading imitation of tangible reality, the 
latter being, in turn, no more than an imitation of genuine 
intelligible reality, i.e. of Ideas. In parallel, inappropriate 
musical melodies are also pilloried. The text also touches 
on the role of music and gymnastics in the education of 
guardians and mentions the need for collective and public 
training of the latter. 


Book IV. Within the state, as on the plane of the individual, 
ethical virtues form part of the overall framework of 
human activity: wisdom is the virtue that is proper to 
rulers, courage is intrinsic to guardians, while all three 
classes are called upon to exercise temperance and justice, 
the latter consisting in appropriately carrying out one’s 
duty within the state (in contrast, accumulating a variety of 
functions and cultivating an ambition to pass from one 


class to another is a cause of injustice and disorder). What 
can be observed with respect to the state is also valid on 
the individual level: justice is fully realised when each of 
the three parts of the soul, which correspond to the three 
classes of the state, fulfils its specific task, that is to say, 
when the rational part (AoytKov), with the support of the 
irascible (@UoELSEC) element, dominates the concupiscible 
(EmLBUNTLKOV) part. 


Book V. In the ideal state, men and women fulfil the same 
tasks and men have women and offspring in common. The 
government must be ruled by philosophers or by 
politicians trained in philosophy (the training procedure is 
delineated later, in Book VII). A philosopher is a person 
who loves the truth and is capable of acquiring knowledge 
of things as they really are: hence the distinction between 
science (émttothyn), which is knowledge of things as they 
are; opinion (S0€a), which is knowledge of that which is 
and is not, the tangible world; and ignorance (Gyvota), 
which is lack of knowledge. 


Book VI. The considerations on philosopher-governors 
raises the question of the doctrine of Ideas. By means of 
dialectics, a philosopher reaches the contemplation of 
Ideas and of their supreme principle, consisting of the 
supreme Idea, the absolute Good that transcends all 
objects and has a fully independent existence of its own, 
just as the sun is distinct from the things it illuminates and 
heats. Knowledge develops through four levels, 
corresponding to four different objects: images and 
tangible objects (which make it possible for opinion, or 
60€a, to be formed), or scientific concepts and ideas 
(through which truth, or GAn8eta, can be acquired). 


Book VII. In order to illustrate the theory of knowledge and 
the role of the philosopher in society, the famous allegory 
of the cave is recounted. The human condition is that of 
being constrained, from the very moment of birth, to live 
in a cave with one’s back to the entrance: therefore 
humans are convinced that reality consists of the shadows 
they see projected onto the far wall; but if a man (a 
philosopher) who has succeeded in freeing himself comes 


out of the cave and, with great difficulty, gradually 
becomes accustomed to sunlight, he discovers that the 
things which are considered to be reality are no more than 
shadows of true reality: at this point he will have no option 
than to go back to his fellow cave-dwellers and reveal to 
them this astonishing truth. By the same token, a 
philosopher cannot restrain himself from communicating 
to other men his vision of the absolute Good, which he 
alone is allowed to reach. The thread of the description 
now turns to the training programme which a philosopher 
must follow: his education includes gymnastics and 
instruction in the scientific disciplines (mathematics, 
geometry, astronomy, music) before being able to devote 
himself to dialectics, hold public office and devote himself 
to philosophical speculation. 


Book VIII. The ideal state may undergo a process of 
degeneration, passing through successive forms of 
government constituted by timocracy, oligarchy, 
democracy and tyranny. Book IX. Of all the degenerate 
forms of the state, tyranny is the very worst. A tyrant is 
condemned to a condition of perpetual unhappiness. 


Book X. In the last book, attention returns to the distinction 
between Ideas and tangible objects, repeating the strongly 
negative judgement against art, which, inasmuch as it is an 
imitation of tangible reality, is twice as far from the truth of 
Ideas. The work closes by telling the myth of Er, a warrior 
who, resuscitated from the dead, reveals the destiny of the 
souls of the just and the unjust in the Other World. The 
focus is on the rewards and punishments associated with 
one’s life and behaviour on earth: man can choose his 
individual destiny (even if only from among those 
available); it follows that responsibility and awareness of 
the value of freedom is enhanced; this, in turn, leads to 
reflection on the importance of education. Hints of Orphic 
and Pythagorean elements emerge, in particular with 
regard to the idea of metempsychosis. 


In Phaedrus, Plato's attention returns to the question of rhetoric, 
a topic he had already addressed in Gorgias. The dialogue is set 


in the countryside near Athens, on the banks of the river Ilissus, 
on a hot summer's day. In the first part, Phaedrus gives 
Socrates some information about an epideictic speech on erds 
delivered by the orator Lysias. Socrates replies by delivering a 
speech on the same subject, the conclusion of which is that erdés 
is an uncontrollable and irrational force that is a source of a 
multiplicity of ills for man. In a second speech on the same topic, 
the philosopher puts forward the opposite argument, namely, 
that since eréds is a form of mania deriving from divine 
possession, it cannot fail to generate the good for mankind. At 
this point Plato makes Socrates relate the myth of the winged 
chariot, on which the soul is led towards the sky amid the 
throngs of the gods and the other souls, towards his immortal 
destiny: but, of the two steeds that are pulling the horse-borne 
carriage, one tends towards the ground and, if it prevails over 
the other, it forces the soul to be incarnated in the material 
reality of the body. The second part of the dialogue is devoted to 
a theoretical discussion on rhetoric, which follows on from the 
severe condemnation uttered in Gorgias. Now Socrates 
recognises that there exists good rhetoric, namely that which 
seeks truth with the dialectical method: that is to say, by 
separating and the re-uniting the concepts. The philosopher’s 
criticism focuses on use of the written form, which he blames for 
the impoverishment of memory and, consequently, of learning. 
The written medium can serve as a subsidiary aid for memory, 
but not as a total replacement. The crucial point, Socrates 
argues, is that written material cannot answer the objections 
that arise in the mind of the reader, nor can they refuse to be 
read by anyone at random, or avoid being misunderstood. Oral 
communication, on the other hand, guarantees live interaction 
between the master and the disciple and allows a presentation 
that is commensurate with the listener’s characteristics and 
demands. 


2.3.3 Dialogues of advanced maturity and old age 


The period subsequent to the Sicilian experience (thus roughly 
after 365) is regarded as the period in which Plato wrote the 
dialogues that presuppose the doctrine of Ideas and give an in- 
depth analysis of the problems connected to it: Theaetetus, 
Parmenides, Sophist, Timaeus, Critias, Politicus, Philebus and Laws. 
They are characterised by systematic use of the dialectical 
method, above all in some dialogues that are known, precisely 
for this reason, as the “dialectical dialogues” (Theaetetus, 
Parmenides, Sophist, Politicus, Philebus). The dialogic form is 
increasingly crystallised in a sort of typical situation, or 
alternatively, in some cases it is reduced to a mere framework 
for presentation of the theoretical aspects; the figure of Socrates 
increasingly tends to fade into the background and in Laws he is 
entirely absent. 

This group, like the others already mentioned above, can be 
divided into subgroups based on several main themes. In some 
cases one finds further development and in-depth investigation 
of the doctrine of Ideas, from an ontological and gnoseological 
perspective. This is particularly true of Theaetetus, Parmenides 
and Sophist. Of these, Theaetetus (named after a young student 
at the Academy who died in battle) addresses the problem of 
knowledge, with an in-depth examination of concepts already 
broached in previous dialogues. Thus Plato discusses the 
concept of knowledge and criticises the definition of knowledge 
as opinion, 60&a, or as a sensory perception, aic@notc. The 
ontological problem stands at the centre of Parmenides, which 
offers a comparison and contrast between the doctrine of Ideas 
and the idea of Being put forward by the Eleatic school of 
Parmenides and Zeno, who are represented here as engaged in 
dialogue with Socrates. The problem concerns the plurality of 
Ideas, seen in contrast to the Parmenidean conception of a 
Being that is One. Attention is devoted to debate on the relation 
between Ideas and the tangible world. Sophist presents a 
continuation of the criticism of Eleatic philosophy, in particular 
with the refutation of Parmenidean non-being. 

The dialogues Timaeus and Critias share an interest in the 
extremely ancient history of Athens, and this is taken as the 


starting point, in the first dialogue, of discussion on a series of 
problems dealing with various topics, among which 
considerable attention is devoted to cosmology. In the first part 
of Timaeus, Critias relates the story the law-maker Solon had told 
his grandfather with regard to prehistoric Athens, with 
particular reference to the conflict between the city and Atlantis. 
It is then the Pythagorean Timaeus of Locri’s turn to speak (the 
dialogue itself bears his name in the title); he shifts the 
discussion towards cosmological themes, claiming that the 
universe owed its beginning to a “demiurge,” who shaped 
reality on the basis of Ideas. This central theme is linked to a 
great quantity of disparate questions concerning a range of 
theoretical approaches and disciplines, which, taken together, 
constitute a sort of encyclopaedic survey of ancient knowledge. 
Timaeus is affiliated with Critias, in which Plato resumes the 
theme of prehistoric Athens and above all the mythic conflict 
between Athens and Atlantis. 

There are other dialogues focusing on ethical-political 
considerations: Politicus, Philebus and Laws, which was Plato’s 
last work. Politicus is devoted to defining the concept of a good 
politician and examining the various forms of constitution: 
monarchy, aristocracy, democracy and their degenerations, 
namely tyranny, oligarchy and (a specific terms is lacking) 
degenerate democracy (here we are thus dealing with a more 
concrete and historical plane, in contrast to the ideal state 
described in Republic). Among all these forms of constitution, 
monarchy is the best form of the state, followed by democracy, 
in which the division of powers is guaranteed. The ethical 
problem of the relation between the good and pleasure is 
examined in Philebus: the good resides in a combination of 
knowledge and pleasure. Laws, in twelve books, is Plato’s last 
work: it is believed, on the basis of an ancient testimony and 
internal elements, that the author left it incomplete. The work 
constitutes further evidence of the centrality of political 
reflection in Plato’s thought. At the end of his life, the 
philosopher focused once more on the subject of the state, 
which in this monumental work is delineated in less utopian and 


more realistic terms as compared to the portrayal in Republic: 
for instance, the difference can easily be noted by the fact that 
law-making is awarded a decisive and unavoidable function. The 
dialogue among the three participants (an Athenian, a Spartan 
and a Cretan, Socrates is absent) leads to the definition of a 
code of laws pertaining both to public and private; other 
activities and aspects of life in society also figure prominently in 
the dialogue, such as symposia, drama competitions, training 
sessions and competitions in the sphere of gymnastics. Here we 
also find the formulation of the theory of the mixed constitution, 
according to which the best form of constitution (on the model 
of that of Sparta and of Crete) is the one that merges together 
elements of monarchy, aristocracy and democracy. This theory 
was to be widely taken up again by subsequent thinkers 
(Aristotle, Polybius, Cicero). The spurious dialogue entitled 
Epinomis, the title of which means “addition to the laws” is in 
effect a continuation of the previous dialogue in the corpus, 
speaking on the topic of knowledge of mathematics and 
astronomy. 


2.4 The Epistles 


Of the thirteen letters that are attributed to Plato and which 
have come down to us as part of the Platonic corpus, the first 
five are unanimously regarded as spurious, while the letters 
numbered VI, VII and VIII are generally accepted as authentic 
(although some scholars cast doubt on the authenticity of these 
as well). 

By far the most important and interesting of these epistles is 
the one numbered VII, addressed (as is also the case for Epistle 
VIII) to relatives and friends of the Syracusan Dion after the 
latter’s death in 354 B.C. On account of the autobiographical 
content of this letter, it has been examined above in relation to 
the philosopher's biography. In this letter Plato, now having 
reached a fairly advanced age, glances back over his life and 
tries to make an overall assessment of his political activity, i.e. of 
his attempts to influence the political set-up by means of 


philosophy and to create a “government run by philosophers” 
based on the cardinal principles of his thought. He reviews the 
circumstances that characterised the two occasions on which he 
met Dionysius II in Syracuse, focusing on the problem of a 
politicians’s ethical and philosophical training. 

In Epistle VI Plato provides words of advice to cultivate 
friendship addressed to two disciples of the Academy and to 
Hermias, the tyrant of Atarneus (who was later to entertain 
close relations with Aristotle: cf. The Classical Age XIII 3.2). 


2.5 Plato as a writer 


In the presentation given earlier with regard to the dialogic form 
utilised by Plato - dramatic and narrative varieties - we 
underlined its literary value, particularly noticeable for such 
aspects as the delight in story-telling and descriptions of the 
various environments; equally striking is the liveliness of his 
mimetic representation of conversation (in fact, it would not be 
mistaken to compare his pieces to a theatre performance) and 
his delineation of the character of the various figures (from 
Socrates to the various other interlocutors). Plato was not only a 
great philosopher, but also a great writer, a sublime artist of the 
word: the place he occupies in the literary history of Greek 
literary prose is in no way inferior to his position in the history of 
thought. This observation has raised two problems, which can 
be summarised as follows: how can one explain the fact that he 
set down his doctrine in a highly important set of written works, 
despite his widely expressed mistrust in this medium, judging it 
to be vastly inferior to oral communication (Phaedrus)? And how 
can his elevated artistic-literary creativeness be justified, if it is 
set in relation to his absolutely open condemnation of poetry 
and art? One fundamental aspect of the answer involves the 
primary importance Plato awarded to an education that should 
be in conformity with the principles of philosophy. 

Plato's critical attitude towards poetry and art, outlined 
essentially in Republic, is well known. Poetry, he argued, is 
mimésis, i.e. imitation of tangible reality, which in turn is an 


imitation of intelligible reality, the Ideas: for this reason, poetry 
(or art) does not produce genuine knowledge. Plato's 
condemnation was directed against traditional poetry, that is to 
say, poetry as it had been manifested historically in the Greek 
world up to Plato’s own time (from Homer up to the tragic 
poets); however, Plato was by no means unaware of its 
fascination and power of beguilement. Following in the 
footsteps of the “ancient quarrel between poetry and 
philosophy” (as he states in Republic X 607b), he aimed his shafts 
at the education traditionally embodied by the poets: a type of 
education he criticised and rejected, judging it to be inferior to 
that supplied by philosophy. However, despite its nature as a 
second-degree imitation of true reality, poetry was not to be 
completely banned from the ideal state, provided that it opted in 
favour of forms and content corresponding to the intention of 
giving citizens a good education in the framework of pursuit of 
an overall ethical-political goal. Plato’s suggestion was that the 
traditional education of the poets should be replaced by 
education to philosophy: he fought his polemical battle with the 
weapons of the art of the word, selecting the form regarded as 
best suited to transmitting his pedagogic message. The artistic 
and literary value of the Platonic dialogues thus found a fulfilling 
function in the ambition to take over the place of a literary art 
that was marred by harmful educational contents. 

Plato did indeed have a flair for narrative, as can be seen, for 
instance, in the numerous mythic tales he relates: it was a 
component of great literary value, and only in the compositions 
dating from his early years does it have a negligible presence, 
whereas in the works of his mature period its presence is truly 
imposing, as in the myth of the hermaphrodite on the origin of 
Eros in Symposium, the myth of Epimetheus and Prometheus in 
Protagoras, the great myths on life in the Other World portrayed 
in Phaedo, Gorgias and Republic, the myth of the winged chariot 
in Phaedrus, the myth of Atlantis in Timaeus and Critias. There 
has been much speculation concerning the meaning and 
implications of the presence of these mythological tales in Plato. 
Naturally, their specific meaning must be ascertained case by 


case, in the context within which they are inserted. In general, it 
can be said that the myths, which are distinct from rigorously 
dialectical reasoning, express a content of truth in - as it were - 
a metaphorical form: myth is thus a form endowed with a 
special vivid efficacy, which comes into action as an auxiliary 
element, side by side with dialectics. The creation of his own 
myths, in replacement of - and in competition with - traditional 
mythology, corresponds perfectly to the observation made here 
above: with a polemical attitude, and in competition with 
traditional culture, Plato produced an artistic-literary message 
endowed with good contents according to the principles of his 
philosophy. 

We have also talked about the polemic against the written 
form and Plato’s preference for oral communication. For 
instance, in Phaedrus Plato maintains that direct discussion 
among people is superior to a written treatment of the subject 
at hand, because once the material has been set down in writing 
it is immutably fixed, it can be read by anyone, whatever the 
reader’s background, and it thus runs the risk of being exposed 
to misinterpretation without any possibility of a response. The 
answer to the need for feedback lies in the choice of the dialogic 
format, which, as mentioned earlier, is particularly suited to 
evoking the characteristics of true philosophical research: it is 
the least approximate representation of oral communication. 
Producing a literature which is in a position to compete 
victoriously with traditional culture and yet, at one and the same 
time, stands at the least possible distance from real 
philosophical debate: this is the great literary art that 
characterises Plato’s dialogues. 

Plato's language is the cultivated Attic of Athens, a pure Attic 
from which all residual Ionian tendencies have been eliminated. 
Emblematic of this approach is his use of the dual, a form that 
had long disappeared in Ionian but had been preserved in 
literary Attic. A variety of language levels can be noted in Plato’s 
work, corresponding to scenes depicting different situations and 
specific features of the characters involved. Poetic expressions 
drawn from epic, lyric poetry and tragedy cooperate in creating 


a more elevated level, whenever appropriate. In contrast, 
reproduction of snatches of conversation make use of many 
colloquialisms familiar from everyday life, often based on the 
lively tone of ordinary conversation. Furthermore, Plato had an 
amazing ability to use the typical language of real-life 
conversation for the purposes of the discussion and 
philosophical exposition. The aspects involving technical 
terminology specific to philosophy are the use of 
nominalisations of abstract concepts by resorting to the neuter 
with the article, and also the coining of specific ad hoc words; 
overall, however, Plato’s language cannot be described as 
relying excessively on technical terms: rather, his conversational 
tone can be described as fresh and lively, used with remarkable 
naturalism. 

His style is splendidly varied and diversified: it easily adapts 
to a wide range of registers, allowing him to fit his language to 
the numerous different situations with great ease, and thereby 
to convey the characteristics of the notable assortment of 
different figures involved in the dialogues. He thus shifts 
effortlessly from the lively tones characteristic of spoken 
dialogue to a more even-paced and extensive narration, or from 
the rigorous line of reasoning of dialectics to the marvellous 
narrative painting of the mythic tales. His writings are replete 
with reminiscences and allusions to poets and prose-writers (a 
feature that testifies to a vast and solidly assimilated cultural 
background) and he frequently makes shrewd and carefully 
measured use of the resources of rhetoric, with metaphors and 
figures of speech employed whenever appropriate but without 
either affectation or exaggeration. It is worth repeating that the 
place he occupies in the literary history of Greek literary prose is 
in no way inferior to that which he holds in the history of 
thought. 


2.6 The Old Academy 


2.6.1 Plato’s successors 


The definition “Old Academy” refers to the first phase of the 
Platonic school, a period that extended over roughly a century, 
from its foundation in 387 up to the early decades of the third 
century B.C. (Crates’ period as director came to an end in 268). 
Plato’s Academy was a veritable hive of thinkers and scientists, 
whose work left profound traces throughout the history of 
culture. The most important of his pupils was, undeniably, 
Aristotle, who famously parted ways with his teacher and went 
on to develop his own specific mode of thought, founding a 
school of philosophy of which he himself was the director, 
known as the Peripatos (Aristotle’s school will be the subject of 
our discussion in the next chapter). After Plato’s death in 347, 
his school was directed by his nephew Speusippus of Athens 
from 347 to 339, and then by Xenocrates of Chalcedon from 339 
to 314 (why Aristotle himself was not selected remains obscure), 
and finally by Polemon (from 314 to 270) and by Crates of 
Athens (from 270 to 268). The first successors of Plato devoted 
themselves to categorising the master’s teachings, arranging 
them into an organic and systematic whole, awarding 
preference to a mathematically oriented interpretation of the 
theory of Ideas and astronomic-theological studies. In 
particular, Soeusippus encouraged mathematical studies; 
Xenocrates followed him in this orientation, but also 
accentuated the mystical component inherent in some offshoots 
of Platonic speculation; at the same time, he dealt extensively 
with associated ethical questions. Later, with Polemon and 
Crates, questions of an ethical-practical nature were brought 
firmly to the forefront of attention, at the expense of theoretical 
investigation, according to the overall tendency of philosophical 
reflection in the Hellenistic Age. Subsequently, the academic 
school took a decidedly different route and moved towards a 
rather more sceptical approach. 


2.6.2 Scholars and scientists in the Old Academy 


Illustrious figures of scholars and scientists were active in the 


Academy, devoting themselves - along with Plato - to research 
and teaching. The absolute primacy of dialectics did not 
overshadow the value of other disciplines, such as the 
mathematical sciences, which in Republic were assigned an 
important value as the pathway towards dialectics. Plato 
believed that music and gymnastics did not, by themselves, 
exhaust the range of knowledge rulers should have: 
mathematical sciences were, in his view, particularly suited as a 
background that would contribute to an understanding of Ideas 
through a process of abstraction. 

Eudoxus of Cnidus. A figure excelling in mathematical and 
astronomical studies was that of Eudoxus of Cnidus, in Asia 
Minor, who lived between about 400 and 350/45. He is indicated 
by an ancient tradition as the one who substituted for his 
master at the head of the Academy during Plato’s second trip to 
Sicily. He is said to have travelled to Athens to listen to Socrates’ 
disciples, shortly after reaching the age of twenty, and, 
subsequently to have undertaken a number of educational trips, 
finally returning to Athens, where he entered the Academy. The 
ancient tradition portrays him as highly knowledgeable in every 
field of philosophy and science, including medicine. Only 
fragments of his works are extant. In the field of astronomy, he 
addressed the problem of the apparent irregularities in the 
motion of the planets: during observations, their movements 
can be seen to undergo variations. Such changes would, 
however, be inexplicable on the basis of the traditional theory of 
one single sphere regarded as transporting every celestial body, 
amounting to a total of seven celestial soheres (the seven 
“planets” included the Sun and the Moon). To explain the 
“anomalies” of the movements of the planets, he formulated 
the theory of the “homoeocentric spheres,” increasing the total 
number of celestial spheres to twenty-six and imagining that 
every celestial body rotates on a sphere which, in turn, is 
transported by other spheres that are concentric but rotate on 
rather different axes. This geocentric model would be later 
refined and perfected by other scholars, and was then adopted 
by Aristotle, who reached the point of constructing a system of 


no fewer than 55 celestial bodies. In the field of mathematics, 
Eudoxus invented the general theory of proportions and 
developed the method of approximation to the limit for 
infinitesimal numbering. He succeeded in demonstrating that 
the volume of the cone and that of the pyramid are, respectively, 
equivalent to a third of the volume of the cylinder and a third of 
that of a prism when both the cylinder and the prism have the 
same base and the same height. Eudoxus also composed a 
geographical text containing a description of the earth. 

Heraclides Ponticus. Known by this name in reference to his 
native city, Heraclea Pontica on the Black Sea, Heraclides 
Ponticus lived approximately between 390 and 310; some 
sources say he was a pupil not only of Plato but also of Aristotle. 
A scion of a wealthy and aristocratic family, he moved to Athens 
to enter the Academy and it appears that he temporarily 
substituted for Plato while the latter was on his third trip to 
Sicily. After the death of Speusippus, Heraclides failed to be 
awarded the directorship of the school, and he returned to 
Heraclea. The catalogue of his works (conserved by Diogenes 
Laertius), shows that he was a multifaceted figure, whose 
interests ranged from scientific disciplines to dialectics, rhetoric 
and literary criticism. Many of his writings (of which only 
fragments remain) were cast in the form of dialogues and the 
sources underline their beauty and sophisticated stylistic 
elaboration, especially in the proems. 

Philippus of Opus. It is worth recalling the already mentioned 
Philippus of Opus: although never a scholarch (i.e. head of the 
school), he cultivated interests in the field of astronomy and 
theology. He is commendable for having performed the task of 
bringing out the posthumous last work of his master, Laws, 
which had been left incomplete. Some scholars credit him with 
the Epinomis, which is included in the Platonic corpus. 


3 Aristotle and his school 


3.1 Aristotle: philosopher and theorist of literature 


Aristotle is a fundamental figure in the history of Greek 
philosophy and literature. He bequeathed us a conscious 
awareness of knowledge as total scholarship, in which 
intellectual investigation forms part of a systematic complex 
that organises the disciplines and partitions the individual 
sectors of investigation. Furthermore, while Plato’s reflection 
resulted in a devaluation of reality as perceived by the senses, in 
favour of an ideal dimension (the world of Ideas), Aristotle 
restored the significant role represented by the concrete reality 
of the individual and the sensory world, and restored the impact 
of sense perception as a means of investigation into nature in 
the highly varied forms of its manifestations. 

With regard to his place in the history of literature, Aristotle 
plays a fundamental role, first and foremost on account of his 
reflections on questions of literary theory (poetics, rhetoric, 
linguistic expression): his approach thus heralded a new 
“meeting” between philosophy and poetry, after Platonic 
reflection appeared to have wrought an unbridgeable gap 
between the two fields. Moreover, he played a fundamental role 
in giving a decisive impetus to the formation of a true culture of 
erudition, focused on the classification and study of literary 
works and on creating historical and documentary collections of 
biographical and anecdotal material on the authors, which 
would be widely diffused and developed during the Hellenistic 
Age. 


3.2 Life 


Among the numerous sources that have preserved various types 
of information that is helpful in reconstructing the biography of 
Aristotle, it is worth mentioning the account of his life given by 
Diogenes Laertius and that written by a certain Ptolemy (a 
Neopolatonic philosopher who lived probably between the third 
and the fourth century A.D.), from which there derived other 
Lives preserved in the manuscripts. Great importance is awarded 
to the philosopher’s last will and testament, which is generally 
believed to be based on an authentic tradition dating back to 


the actual archives of the Peripatos. It is preserved by Diogenes 
Laertius and also in an Arabic version, but there are 
considerable divergences between these versions, which have 
caused a number of problems. 

Aristotle was born in 384 B.C. at Stagira, in the Chalcidice 
peninsula, a region historically linked to Macedonia. His father 
Nicomachus was the personal physician of the king of 
Macedonia, Amyntas III (who died in 370), and was the author of 
works on medicine and physics: this background certainly acted 
as an early impulse orienting young Aristotle towards scientific 
interests. In 367, at the age of seventeen, Aristotle travelled to 
Athens for purposes of study, and entered Plato’s school, the 
Academy. There he remained for twenty years, until the death of 
his master in 347, the year in which the school passed into the 
hands of Speusippus. It should not be overlooked that there was 
a considerable difference of age between himself and Plato: no 
less than about forty-five years, which meant that the 
seventeen-year-old pupil found himself facing a teacher of over 
sixty years of age. His relationship with Plato was a fundamental 
and unavoidable problem in Aristotle’s intellectual life, with a 
continuous dialectic that saw him torn between two different 
attitudes: on the one hand, devotion and respect, and on the 
other, coldness and criticism, which at times took on quite sharp 
tones. However, while there is no lack of anecdotes on the 
conflict between pupil and master, it is nevertheless clear that 
Aristotle was still considered a supporter of the Platonic 
approach at the death of Speusippus (in 339). An ancient source 
(Philodemus) argues that his candidature for the position as 
head of the Academy was not taken into consideration because 
he had by this time established his residence in Macedonia. This 
would mean that he was not considered for the post because he 
had now taken up residence elsewhere: in other words, his 
candidacy was overlooked for practical rather than ideological 
reasons - Officially, at least. However, his decision to leave 
Athens in 347 must have been at least partly due to the fact that 
anti-Macedonian political sentiment was growing in the city, led 
by Demosthenes and increasingly prompted by the advance of 


King Philip’s expansionist policy; consequently, the atmosphere 
was by no means favourable for a non-Athenian who had known 
and long-standing relations with Macedonia. 

Aristotle moved to Assos, in the Troad, where the tyrant 
Hermias, the lord of the nearby city of Atarneus, allowed a group 
of followers of the Academy to set up a school of their own. He 
married Pythias, Hermias’ grand-daughter, but he also had 
long-standing connections with the area in question. His 
father’s premature death had made it necessary to entrust 
Aristotle, still a young boy, to the care of a tutor, Proxenus of 
Atarneus; Aristotle developed such a profound relationship with 
the tutor’s family that he left a statement in his will according to 
which his daughter, Pythiades, was to be married to Proxenus’ 
son. At this point, Aristotle - who had undoubtedly already held 
lectures in the Academy - began to teach in a school of his own, 
but when in 345 Hermias was captured and killed by the 
Persians the Assos school found itself deprived of his support. 
Thus the school was closed and the members of the group went 
their separate ways. Aristotle, together with his devoted pupil 
Theophrastus, who would subsequently become his successor, 
went to Mytilene, on the nearby island of Lesbos. 

Two years later, in 343, Philip called him to the Macedonian 
court, in order to entrust him with the task of educating his son 
Alexander. At Mieza, located further towards the interior of the 
region than the royal residence of Pella, Aristotle became the 
tutor of the future Alexander the Great: he thus found himself 
experiencing directly an interaction that would prove to have a 
historic impact, namely the relation between the new emerging 
monarchy of the Greek world, which would give rise to the 
Hellenistic kingdoms, and on the other hand the traditional 
culture of the Hellenic cities, with the incomparable authority of 
its paideia, the legacy of an education that dated back to study 
of the Homeric poems, ancient drama and poetry, political 
reflection and philosophical systems. 

In the summer of 336 Philip was assassinated at a theatre 
during the ceremonies that were celebrating the wedding of one 
of his daughters. Alexander, who had already been the regent 


since 340, came to the throne when he was barely twenty and 
immediately found himself having to deal with an anti- 
Macedonian revolt by the Greek poleis, which came to a 
dramatic conclusion with Alexander's destruction of the city of 
Thebes. After this harsh reaffirmation of Macedonian 
hegemony, in 335 Aristotle returned to Athens, where he 
decided to found a school of his own; he named it the “Lyceum” 
because it was set up in a gymnasium near the sanctuary of 
Apollo Lyceus. The school also became known as the 
“Peripatos,” because the master would often perform his 
teaching activities while walking under the covered portico in 
the garden (in Greek ttepimatoc, peripatos, means “covered 
pathway,” “walkway”). In addition to the lectures, which could 
be specialised or more generically educational for a broader 
public, the school also carried out intense research and built up 
collections of documents, which led to the establishment of the 
first substantial library of the Greek world 

Before returning to Athens, Aristotle had visited Delphi 
together with his great-nephew Callisthenes, to draw up a list of 
winners of the Pythian games. Callisthenes had subsequently 
formed part of Alexander’s entourage as one of the official 
historians of the great conqueror (cf. The Hellenistic Age VIII 
1.3.2), but he had then fallen out of favour with the sovereign as 
he had not accepted the practice of proskynésis, the oriental 
greeting upon arrival, which involved prostrating oneself and 
thereby indicated total submission. In 327, believing rumours of 
Callisthenes being involved in a plot, Alexander had him put to 
death. These episodes provide a hint of a possible compromise 
with the Orient and with Persia: an agreement of some form 
was certainly in harmony with the political programme 
Alexander had in mind, but it marked a non-negligible dividing 
line that set it apart from the Greek culture Aristotle had sought 
to imbue in the young sovereign. One can easily imagine the 
misgivings all this must have aroused in Aristotle, but his 
relationship with the Macedonian court remained solid. 
Antipater, Alexander’s lieutenant, had given him crucial support 
in the task of founding and launching the Peripatetic school and 


the philosopher appointed him as the sole executor of his will. 
In those years, after 335, Aristotle lived in Athens, carrying 
out his research and teaching activities. His life after his 
departure from his home town of Stagira can thus be divided 
into three periods: a first period in Athens, devoted to research 
and study at Plato’s Academy, from 367 to 347; this was followed 
by a period of journeys and sojourns in various different places 
(Assos, Lesbos, Macedonia), from 347 to 335; finally, a second 
Athenian period during which he worked in his own school and 
devoted himself to study and teaching in the Peripatos, from 
335 to 323. When Alexander the Great died, in 323, violent anti- 
Macedonian reactions soon broke out in Attica as well, and the 
philosopher prudently withdrew to Chalcis in Euboea, where he 
still had a property deriving from his maternal family; his pupil 
Theophrastus thus stayed behind as the head of the school. The 
following year he died of an illness, at the age of sixty-two. 


3.3 The tradition of his works 


Of Aristotle’s extremely vast production (the ancient evidence 
points to roughly 200 titles), a corpus of 50 or so entire works 
has survived, a few of which are definitely spurious, together 
with a high number of fragments of lost works. Aristotle is 
known to have written two types of works, which underwent 
completely different destinies. 

By a paradoxical quirk of fate, almost all the surviving works 
are actually texts which in the author’s intentions were not 
intended for publication: they consisted of an assortment of 
notes and materials on which he had worked to a greater or 
lesser extent at various times. He had gathered them together 
as his own research material, for his personal use in preparing 
research and teaching materials for the Peripatos: hence the 
name eowteptkol Adyot (esdterikoi logoi, literally “internal 
works,” i.e. designed only for use within the school), though the 
material is also known as “acroamatic” (that is to say, “intended 
for listening,” used for teaching purposes). The esoteric writings 
circulated among the school’s disciples, and often the master re- 


worked them, using them again for subsequent lessons, at 
times modifying and enriching them even at a distance of many 
years, thereby uniting pieces composed at different times. 
Rarely did they reach a stage of stylistic and formal polish 
comparable to that of works specifically destined for publication: 
this accounts for the problems and difficulties encountered in 
reading and interpreting these materials. We owe the survival of 
these writings to an extraordinary fluke that led to the chance 
survival of the philosopher's private library. The sequence of 
events can be read in the work by the geographer Strabo, who 
lived in the Augustan Age. 

Strabo’s story runs as follows (Geography XIII 1, 54). Aristotle 
bequeathed his library to his disciple Theophrastus; the latter, in 
turn, bequeathed it upon his death to Neleus of Scepsis (Scepsis 
was a locality in the Troad), whose father had cultivated a 
friendship with Aristotle during his stay in Assos. For two 
centuries the Aristotelian manuscripts remained in Asia Minor, 
until, at the beginning of the first century B.C., they were 
purchased by the Athenian bibliophile Apellicon of Teos, who 
had them transported to Athens and incorporated them into his 
own rich library. From there they made their way to Rome, as 
part of the immense war booty gathered up by Sulla during the 
sack of Athens in the year 86 B.C. It was in Rome that the 
master’s original writings were carefully reviewed with ecdotic 
procedures by the grammarian Tyrannion, a pupil of Dionysius 
Thrax. The biographer Plutarch (second century A.D.), in his Life 
of Sulla (26, 1-2), added another piece to the puzzle: the esoteric 
writings, now no longer in the hands of Tyrannion, passed into 
the possession of the Aristotelian Andronicus of Rhodes (first 
century B.C.), who, after reviewing the text and arranging the 
writings in a systematic order, and also creating “catalogues” 
(ttivakec, pinakes), proceeded to publish them, thereby ensuring 
their preservation and transmission. 

More than once, doubts have been raised concerning this 
story, and at times it has been viewed with a certain degree of 
scepticism on account of its undeniably fanciful aura. It is 
difficult to make fully trustworthy statements that express an 


absolute certainty; however, today it would appear that the 
essential core of the story can be regarded as truthful, and 
therefore that Aristotle’s esoteric works effectively had a fairly 
limited circulation prior to their publication by Andronicus of 
Rhodes. 

Equally paradoxical is the fact that there is no sign of the 
survival (except for a few fragments) of the writings published 
by Aristotle that were expressly addressed to a public not 
forming part of the Peripatos and, accordingly, were referred to 
as exoteric (€EwteptKkol Adyot, exdterikoi logoi, “external works”, 
i.e. destined to those outside of the school environment, also 
known as €kSeSouevot, ekdedomendi, that is to say “edited”). We 
know of only a few exceptions. The first is well-known: it consists 
of the text of the Athenian Constitution, which formed part of an 
extensive collection of Constitutions and was restored almost in 
its entire form, towards the end of the nineteenth century, by 
fragments of two papyri found in Egypt: one is very large and is 
held in London (dating from the end of the first century A.D.), 
and the other, much smaller, is held in Berlin (dating from the 
fourth century A.D.). The second case is far less important or 
famous because the quantity of text that has been preserved is 
exiguous: a second century A.D. papyrus has restored a small 
portion of the lost Protrepticus. But there remains the fact that 
the exoteric writings were not preserved through the medieval 
manuscript tradition, i.e. they failed to overcome the obstacle of 
the Byzantine Middle Ages: the Athenian Constitution and the 
shred of the Protrepticus have survived purely as a result of the 
chance find of papyri dating from the Imperial Period, i.e. of 
copies dating from earlier than the Byzantine Era. 

The circumstances surrounding Aristotle’s private library 
show that for about three centuries after his death, the esoteric 
works were hardly read at all and were virtually unknown (with 
the exception of just a few people who in one way or another 
had close links with the school tradition). In contrast, the 
exoteric works must have circulated to a considerably greater 
degree. After the esoteric works were published by Andronicus 
of Rhodes, the situation was reversed: from then on, it was the 


(rediscovered) acroamatic works that aroused the greatest 
interest and began to circulate and be widely read, whereas the 
exoteric works were gradually lost. Thus there is considerable 
truth in the assumption that the Aristotle who has come down 
to us is substantially to be identified with the figure transmitted 
to us at the end of the first century B.C. by Andronicus. This 
marked the beginning of the vast success of Aristotle, 
characterised first and foremost by a very great number of 
exegetes, commentators and translators: from Nicolaus of 
Damascus (Augustan Age) to the philosopher Alexander of 
Aphrodisias (third century A.D.), from Neoplatonic philosophers 
to Byzantine scholars, from the interest stirred among Arab 
scholars to studies carried out in the Latin world right up to the 
Medieval Period in the West. The presence and the imposing 
influence of Aristotle in the history of culture is testified also by 
the vast quantity of manuscripts: over a thousand are known, 
distributed among the various works. 


3.4 The exoteric writings and the works of historical- 
antiquarian erudition 


With regard to many of the works that Aristotle published which 
were subsequently lost, we can gain knowledge of the titles and 
additional information on their content from the testimony of 
numerous ancient authors, who had direct knowledge of these 
works, consulted them and occasionally cited them. In such 
cases, we are able to acquire insight into the subject-matter of 
such works, of which we also have fragments, in some cases 
quite extensive, deriving from the indirect tradition. Aristotle 
devoted special attention to the exoteric works, destined as they 
were to public circulation beyond the confines of the school 
setting. He took great care to ensure a refined stylistic and 
literary polish, comparable to that of the works of Plato: in fact, 
it can be noted that in not a few cases the headings call to mind 
the titles of some of Plato’s works. Moreover, the chosen form 
of presentation was often that of the dialogue, which is likewise 
reminiscent of the master, but a number of clues seem to 


suggest that Aristotelian dialogue was different from the 
Socratic type, awarding preference, instead, to depicting 
interlocutors of equal status who argued in favour of different 
proposals. Cicero, who became the main channel of 
transmission of Greek philosophy in Rome, dying in 43 B.C., was 
not in time to acquire knowledge of the esoteric writings, but 
only of the exoteric works: on the subject of Aristotelian prose, 
he likened it to a flumen aureum, evidently referring to the 
glittering flow of words characteristic of this type of production. 


3.4.1 “Platonic” writings 


It would appear (though it is by no means certain) that the first 
work published by the philosopher, when he was still a young 
pupil of the Academy, was Gryllus or On Rhetoric, in which he 
sang the praises of Xenophon’s son, Gryllus, who fell in 362 B.C. 
in the battle of Mantinea. Aristotle seized this episode as an 
Opportunity to criticise rhetoric that was based on emotions, 
inspired by the model of Gorgias and widely used above all in 
the school of Isocrates. In contrast, Aristotle championed a type 
of rhetoric based on dialectics (in accord with the arguments put 
forward by Plato in Phaedrus). Besides Gryllus, we know of the 
existence of a considerable body of works that were very likely 
composed in dialogue form and were closely linked to Platonic 
themes, as suggested by their titles: Menexenus, Politicus, 
Symposium and Sophist. Plato’s Phaedo may plausibly have 
provided the inspiration for Eudemus or On the Soul, composed 
to commemorate a friend who had passed away: the work 
addressed the question of the immortality of the soul and life 
after death. A work that became enormously popular among the 
ancients was the text entitled Protrepticus or Exhortation to 
Philosophy, in which Aristotle exhorted readers to embrace 
philosophy, also arguing that the philosophical teaching of the 
Academy was vastly superior to the training available elsewhere 
- challenging, implicitly, the rival school set up by Isocrates. 

The date of the precise period when Aristotle began to 


perform an in-depth critical analysis of the basic tenets of 
Platonic doctrine - first and foremost the theory of Ideas - 
remains unknown. However, it is likely that his treatise On Ideas 
(which according to some scholars was a very early work) and 
the dialogue in three books On Philosophy, in which he criticises 
the separation between Ideas and material reality, were both 
devoted to a critical examination of Platonic thought. 


3.4.2 Ethical-political works 


Ethical-political themes were addressed in the works entitled On 
Justice (a complex dialogue, probably written during the period 
at the Academy), On Monarchy, On Education, Alexander or On the 
Colonies. Some of these works, in particular the last of those just 
mentioned, lead one to believe that only after the experience of 
educating the Macedonian king did the complexity of political 
affairs come to occupy a genuinely prominent position in 
Aristotelian reflection. Aristotle became increasingly convinced 
that his educational task should reflect the Platonic ideal of the 
philosopher whose role is that of the tutor of the powerful. A 
further offshoot of these interests that formed part of Aristotle’s 
vision is shown by his works on the institutions of non-Greek 
populations (Noutwa BapBaptKa, Nomima barbarica) and the 
collection of Constitutions of Greek cities (NoAttetat), which we 
will discuss in greater detail further on in relation to their 
erudite and antiquarian associations. 


3.4.3 History of literature, rhetoric, philosophy and of sciences 


In a number of lost works, Aristotle is Known to have shown an 
interest in topics concerning literature and the history of 
literature, to which considerable attention is also devoted in the 
surviving works. We have a few fragments from the dialogue On 
Poets; furthermore, Homeric scholia have preserved several 
citations from the six books of Homeric Problems, which was a 
work devoted to debate on the exegetical problems arising from 


passages of the I/iad and the Odyssey (a significant preview of 
the critical-exegetical activity of philologists of the Hellenistic 
Age); also a title On Tragedies is cited. Aristotle showed great 
interest in the techniques of rhetoric, devoting considerable 
attention to its historical evolution; he studied earlier manuals 
on rhetoric, gathering them together carefully in order to create 
a Collection of Technai (Texv@v ouvaywyn). As far as the history 
of philosophy is concerned, he built up a collection of opinions 
and sayings of earlier philosophers (this was a type of 
compilation that would become known as “doxography”), 
gathering them from writings on the Pythagoreans, Democritus, 
the philosophy of Archytas, Zeno and on numerous other 
philosophers. Finally, we also know the titles of works that 
assembled data and information concerning different sectors of 
the natural sciences, such as astronomy, biology, medicine 
(anatomy) and optics. These groups of works were undoubtedly 
inter-related with the philosopher's reflections in the three 
works entitled, respectively, Poetics, Rhetoric and Metaphysics, 
and also in Physics and in the works he devoted to the natural 
sciences. 


3.4.4 Historical-antiquarian collections 


In the context of erudite documentation, historical-antiquarian 
collections played an important role. Among the most widely 
known and most useful works, the Didascaliae played a 
significant role, as they contained and preserved data on the 
drama competitions drawn from the official Athenian 
inscriptions (short summaries with the authors’ names, 
chorégoi, actors and the final rankings of each competition 
written on inscriptions that were put on public display). For the 
Alexandrian scholars, who drew up the hypotheseis of the 
tragedies and the comedies (cf. The Classical Age III 1.2.4), this 
work constituted a precious source for the history of drama. A 
further collection entitled Dionysian Victories must have been 
rather similar, as was very probably the case also for another 


two works, Olympic Victors and Pythian Victors, which were 
likewise based on the official documents of the sporting 
competitions. By thus assembling all these materials, a vast 
quantity of well categorised information of great documentary 
value was conserved and made available for every type of 
historical-chronological, historical-cultural and literary 
utilisation. We also have knowledge of a collection of Proverbs 
(Napotpiat): though no fragments have come down to us, the 
title in itself is enough to suggest the origin of a trend towards 
the creation of paroemiographic collections, which would later 
undergo enormous development. This was a trend in which the 
master would later be followed by his pupil Theophrastus and 
subsequently also by other Peripatetics (Clearchus of Soli and 
Chamaeleon). In the philosophical context, traditional maxims 
were seen as the remains of an ancient form of knowledge, the 
first steps towards philosophical thought, which were worth 
being brought back into use and analysed. In all probability, the 
Peripatetic environment was the context in which all these 
aspects were addressed, where they were also taken into 
consideration for a “history of philosophy”: a more erudite- 
antiquarian approach is likely to have come to the fore, thereby 
paving the way, first and foremost, for philologists of the 
Hellenistic Age to begin to take an interest in these aspects. 
Continued interest with this heritage of the past then led, at a 
later stage, to independent paroemiographic activity. 

One particularly striking element is the grandiose collection 
of Constitutions (Politeiai), which contained descriptions of 158 
forms of constitution that were in force in the various Greek 
cities. Over two hundred fragments have survived, as well as a 
scanty epitome composed by Heraclides Lembus, a Peripatetic 
who lived in the second century B.C.; unfortunately, this does 
not compensate for the loss of such a collection, which had a 
value that from the historical point of view was undoubtedly 
inestimable. But by pure chance a lucky papyrus find has 
preserved, almost in complete form, the above mentioned 
Athenian Constitution (A@nvaiwv toAtteta): while it is quite likely 
that this constitution had various special features, given the role 


of the city of Athens, there can be little doubt that it also allows 
precious insight into how the others were conceived. The 
treatise is divided into two parts: the first part (chapters 1-41) 
gives a reconstruction of the political-institutional history of 
Athens, relating the overall story of how it was created and how 
it developed, from its mythic origins up to the year 403 B.C.; in 
the second part (chapters 42-69), there is a systematic 
description of the institutional set-up of the Athenian state that 
was in force at the time when the constitution was drafted, 
namely in the second half of the fourth century B.C. 

The question of the purpose for which the various Politeiai 
were drawn up has been strongly debated in modern criticism. 
Particular emphasis is placed on seeking to determine whether 
their composition dates from earlier than the Politics, thereby 
constituting a sort of preliminary documentary pool on which 
philosophical reflection could draw, or whether the constitutions 
were Set up at a later date, which would imply that they could 
have been influenced by the conceptual results Aristotle had 
achieved in his treatise. In fact, it seems more plausible to 
assume that the conception and drafting of the two works took 
place more or less contemporaneously, thereby inevitably 
influencing each other, resulting in a sort of osmosis of data and 
concepts. 

We noted earlier (cf. The Classical Age XI 1.6) that the title 
Politeia is utilised both for treatises on the theory of the state, as 
in the case of Plato's Politeia (i.e. the Republic), and also for 
works of a historical and institutional character, consisting of a 
description of the form of government of a state, often 
accompanied by a historical outline of its political evolution. The 
Aristotelian Politeiai clearly belong to the latter genre, which 
could, however, display various different characteristics. It is 
clear that Aristotle did not intend his collection to embrace the 
line of politically committed Constitutions, which pursued the aim 
of intervening actively in the on-going political debate of the 
time and playing an active role in the conflict among the factions 
of the polis. In other words, Aristotle rejected the idea that his 
work could be viewed as on a par with political pamphlets 


designed for purposes of propaganda, in the manner of the 
Constitutions composed by Critias, or the Constitution of the 
Lacedaemonians by Xenophon and the Constitution of the 
Athenians by the “Old Oligarch” (cf. The Classical Age XI 1.6, 1.8). 
But nor should one regard this work purely as a series of 
historiographic investigations in the true sense: rather, it was a 
historical-antiquarian collection of data useful for philosophical- 
political reflection, and this approach evidently influenced the 
choice of the actual data and the connections established 
between them. The same historical-antiquarian interest that led 
to a number of offshoots prompting political reflection had also 
given the impetus for composition of the work entitled Nomima 
Barbarica (Noutwa BapBaptka), which considered forms of the 
state that were found among non-Greek populations. 


3.5 The esoteric works 


It should be borne in mind that the Aristotle we read was made 
known to the public three centuries after the philosopher's 
death, utilising a draft he had never reworked for purposes of 
publication. Furthermore, the final form and the organisation of 
the set of esoteric writings, as we read them today, is strongly 
influenced by the editorial intervention of Andronicus, who 
arranged texts that shared the same theme into the form of 
treatises (with a title), organising them and subdividing them 
according to a rigorous systematic principle. Ever since then, 
Aristotelian philosophy has been known in this aspect of an 
organised and unitary system, which over the centuries 
represented a distinctive feature of Aristotelian thought but was 
not attributable to Aristotle himself. The organisational format 
that Andronicus introduced was based fundamentally on the 
three broad categories of philosophy, according to a schema 
that had become well consolidated during the Hellenistic Period, 
namely logic, physics and ethics. More specifically, the collection 
of Aristotelian writings is divided into five categories: logic; the 
sciences of nature; “first philosophy” or “metaphysics”; moral 
and political philosophy; and the writings on rhetoric and 


poetics. 

In Aristotle’s own approach, philosophical research 
consisted of three broad groups, which concerned theoretical, 
practical and poietic activities. Theoretical philosophy was based 
on the quest for knowledge; therefore it encompassed works 
concerning logic, physics and metaphysics; practical philosophy 
concerned the action of man, and therefore encompassed works 
on ethics and politics; the study of poietic activities focused on 
the products of human action and included works on rhetoric 
and poetics. Here we will organise the following presentation by 
making use of both criteria: thus we will begin with a section 
devoted to theoretical philosophy, within which the first three 
groups of works will be presented. There will follow a section 
dedicated to practical philosophy, which will focus on the works 
involving ethics and politics; the final section will concern poietic 
activities, namely rhetoric and poetics. 


3.5.1 Writings on theoretical philosophy 


The corpus of the esoteric works opens with Aristotle’s writings 
on logic, which became known by the overall name of the 
Organon, i.e. “tool,” based on the conviction that he regarded 
logic as a tool at the service of science. The Organon thus 
included the set of tools composed of logic and language, which 
were to be acquired as a preliminary step prior to philosophical 
speculation: such tools were necessary in order to achieve 
further progress in knowledge. The first work, Categories 
(Katnyopiat), effectively dealt with the theory of categories; 
these were portrayed as the broadest and most general types of 
determinations or predicates (ten extremely general predicates), 
which can be thought of or said with respect to a subject in 
order to characterise it, such as substance, quality, quantity, 
location and so forth. On Interpretation (Nepi Epunvetac) 
examines the proposition, focusing on its parts but also 
considering it as an overall statement that expresses a 
judgement (or gives an interpretation) of any kind on reality. 


The Analytics are distinguished into Prior Analytics (AvaAUTLKa 
Tipotepa, 2 books), which deal with the general theory of the 
syllogism, and Posterior Analytics (AvaAutLKa UotEpa, 2 books), 
dealing with the procedures of deductive demonstration 
(scientific syllogism) and induction, that is to say, the theory of 
the procedures by means of which scientific knowledge is built 
up. Topica (TotttKd, 8 books) discusses the various different 
forms of topoi, that is to say, the structure of the arguments 
used to refute or avoid a refutation by utilising the correct 
procedure. In On Sophistical Refutations (Zoptottkol EAEyXOL), 
Aristotle examines, unmasks and discredits the syllogisms used 
by the Sophists for their apparent refutations. 

The starting point for Aristotle’s reflection lay in his critique 
of Plato, with particular regard to the theory of Ideas. For 
Aristotle the general immutable forms on which things 
depended were not separate entities but, rather, universal 
characters of the things themselves. Aristotle regarded the 
principle of every being as immanent in the being itself, with a 
conclusion which was the opposite of that reached by Plato with 
the doctrine of Ideas. This assumption leads to a favourable 
reappraisal of concrete individual reality, the latter then 
becoming the focus of Aristotle’s interest. With regard to any 
object, various different predicates can be thought and stated, 
thereby defining its character; the broader and more general 
types of these predicates are the categories: Aristotle defined a 
system of ten categories, which fulfilled the function of 
distinguishing and identifying a subject and responding to the 
essential queries concerning the given subject (for example, 
what, which, how much, where, when, to which correspond 
substance, quality, quantity, time, place). But there exists no prime 
category unifying the others: Being is not a category that 
diversifies, rather, it is an extremely universal predicate. 

The study of language is regarded as playing a fundamental 
role in Aristotelian thought. People enter into a relation with 
things through experience, which is organised and analysed 
through words and discourse: accordingly, it is the logical- 
linguistic structures of knowledge that enable man to grasp the 


general organising principles of the various sectors of 
knowledge; but knowledge itself is unitary inasmuch as it is 
based on general unchanging principles and subdivided into 
distinct sectors, each of which is endowed with its own 
characterising properties. One important result is the distinction 
between subject and predicate and thus between substance (in 
Greek ovoia, ousia) and accident: the question “what is it?” 
finally reaches down to the level of an individual thing, which 
can only be the subject and not the predicate (e.g. “Socrates” 
can be said only of Socrates). Aristotle defines this individual 
thing as “primary substance”; a more general term, which can 
be said of several primary substances, is a “second substance” 
(e.g. “man” can be predicated of more than one individual 
subject); the accidents are aspects that may or may not exist 
without the substance automatically changing its manner of 
being (“Socrates” remains the same “primary substance,” 
whether he is on the Acropolis or in Piraeus). 

Logic is the first, i.e. the basic essential tool of knowledge: it 
serves to carry out an analysis of propositions that have the 
nature of assertions; the latter may be either true or false, and 
either affirmative or negative. The foremost principle of logic is 
the syllogism, which features an extensive and highly structured 
doctrine that emphasises the formal character of the rules 
involved in formatting an argument and structuring a discourse; 
inasmuch as such rules are formal, they are independent of 
occasional content. The theory of science has its foundations in 
logic, from which it draws the rules for rigorous demonstrations, 
without which there can be no scientific knowledge: as a theory, 
it requires some fundamental irrefutable principles (the main 
one being that of non-contradictoriness); thereafter, it proceeds 
on the basis of deductions, hypotheses and definitions. 

In the schema created by Andronicus, once the knowledge 
tools have been defined, the first level of knowledge concerns 
the laws of nature, which are investigated by physics (puotkn, 
physiké, that is to say, the science of physis, “nature”), and by 
natural science. In Physics (Puotkh akpdaotc, 8 books), types of 
motion and changes that occur in nature are presented and 


discussed, with particular attention to their causes; On the 
Heavens (Nepi ovpavoi, 4 books) addresses cosmological 
questions: it deals with motion and the four elements (earth, 
water, air, fire), to which is added the aether; in On Coming-to-Be 
and Passing-Away (Nepi yevéoews kal p8opGc, 2 books) the 
question of the origin and the corruption of elements is 
discussed; Meteorologica (Metewpodoytka, 4 books) concerns 
celestial and atmospheric phenomena. There follows On the 
Cosmos (Nepi koouou Tipdc AAEEavSpov), which is regarded as 
non-authentic, possibly datable to the early Peripatos or to the 
period when the Hellenistic Age was in full swing. These works 
examine physics from an overall perspective, with attention to 
nature in a general perspective, and to movement, phenomena, 
transformations and causes. Another sector that also forms part 
of physics is that of psychology: On the Soul (Nepi Wux As, 3 
books) is devoted to the science of the soul, the latter being the 
beginning and formal cause of all the living beings of nature; 
the collection bearing the label Parva Naturalia includes a few 
short treatises, which investigate various problems associated 
with psychophysical problems affecting living beings. These 
essays are followed by a particularly extensive group of studies 
on animals: the works are categorised as belonging to physics 
inasmuch as they concern naturalistic themes in the fields of 
biology and zoology: History of Animals (Nepi ta CHa totopiat, 10 
books, but the authenticity of Books IX and X is doubtful) offers 
a classification and description of several hundred animal 
species; Parts of Animals (Nepi Gwwv popiwy, 4 books) studies 
the parts and organs possessed by animate beings and enquires 
into their composition, defining a scale of the species found in 
nature on the basis of the structural and functional complexity 
of the organisms, with man being placed at the top of the scale; 
Movement of Animals (Nepi Gwwv ktvnoewc) examines the 
physical causes of the movement of animate beings, while 
Progression of Animals (Nepi ttopelac Cwwv) surveys the organs 
of movement of animate beings; Generation of Animals (Nepi 
Cwwv yeveoewc, 5 books) deals with the most important 
function of animate beings, namely reproduction. There follows 


a group of works which are definitely not authentic, concerning 
physical-naturalistic questions (such as colour, physiognomy, 
plants, winds and so forth). 

Aristotle's interest focuses above all on identification of the 
causal principles that give rise to phenomena. The things of 
nature are characterised by the fact of having within themselves 
a principle of change; accordingly, phenomena are seen 
essentially as changes of the formless matter (UAn), which, 
through change, acquired a defined form (uop@n). Change is 
always a coming-to-be and Aristotle explains it through the 
theory of potency and act: the potency is the possibility and the 
intrinsic tendency of a thing to assume a certain form, while the 
act itself is the accomplishment of such a form in a complete 
manner. Movement takes place on account of the potentiality of 
matter (SUvautc); the latter, by means of transformation, 
accomplishes or brings fully into actuality (Eveépyeta) its own 
form. Phenomena, i.e. changes, are brought about by causes, 
which are in turn rigorously classified into four types on the basis 
of the effect produced: the material cause, which is the matter of 
which a thing is composed; the formal cause, which determines 
the form of the thing; the efficient cause, which puts matter in a 
condition in which it can achieve a certain form; the final cause, 
which defines the purpose of the movement, i.e. the form to be 
assumed, and thus orients finalistically the entire phenomenon. 
In the framework of the study of nature, natural beings and 
phenomena, Aristotle developed his theory of movements, of 
living bodies, a cosmology, a doctrine of space and time. 

At this point we have the treatise bearing the title 
Metaphysics (Ta peta Ta MUOCLKA, 14 books), which gathers 
together a number of Aristotelian reflections devoted to study of 
causes and prime principles, as well as to reflection on being in 
its own right. Thus what we are dealing with is not a single work 
conceived as a whole; furthermore, there are suspicions that 
certain parts may not be authentic. The prevailing opinion is that 
Andronicus decided on this title simply as a means of referring 
to the writings placed peta ta muoLKd (meta ta physica), namely 
“after the writings on physics.” The term subsequently ended up 


with a different meaning, being taken to indicate that which lies 
“beyond physics,” i.e. study of the things that lie “beyond the 
physical world,” and that cannot be perceived by the senses. 
Nevertheless, Aristotle’s reflections pertaining to this sphere 
must surely date from a period later than the study of nature, 
even though from an ideal point of view they should precede all 
the other studies, because they concern the most general 
aspects of philosophy. He called this part “first philosophy” 
because it studies the very fact of being in its own right, that is 
to say, reality in its universal aspects independently of any kind 
of specification. 

The doctrine of the categories had led to the concept of 
being as an absolutely universal substance, the presupposition 
of all predicates: now Aristotle raised the further question of 
what exactly being is, and what are the characters that enable 
being to be. His reflection on causes shows that every 
movement is due to an external cause, which in turn depends 
on a previous cause. In order for this concatenation not to 
become infinite, one necessarily has to admit that at the origin 
there is a cause which moves without being moved by 
something else: a motor cause that lies at the origin of every 
type of movement, defined as “first unmoved mover,” 
transcendent in nature and therefore immaterial, pure form 
already in act, always and exclusively act. This motor cause plays 
a highly important role in Aristotelian metaphysics, to the point 
of even being identified with the supreme God, who is pure 
contemplation of self, pure thought. God is the cause of the 
movement of the universe (but not of its origin, since the world 
is eternal): he resides in the most external and infinite part of 
the world, beyond the sky of fixed stars. Thus the movement of 
each celestial sphere that is situated below, rotating around the 
earth, is determined by an immobile motor of divine nature. 


3.5.2 Writings on practical philosophy 


Once the section focusing on theoretical philosophy comes to an 


end, upon the conclusion of Metaphysics, attention turns to 
practical philosophy. This part is composed of works that devote 
attention to man’s action in the world, not only on the personal 
and individual (ethical) level but also with regard to social and 
collective activity (politics). 

Aristotle’s writings on ethics address modes of human 
behaviour, focusing actions undertaken by man for his own 
purposes, in relation to exercise of the virtues. The following 
works deal with this subject: Nicomachean Ethics (HOKa 
Nikouayeta, 10 books), from Nicomachus, the forename both of 
Aristotle’s son as also of his father; Great Ethics or Magna 
Moralia, ('HOiKa pEyaaa, 2 books), which appears to be thus 
named not so much on account of its length but, rather, 
because it was written on larger papyrus rolls: today its 
authenticity is strongly questioned; Eudemian Ethics ('HOLKa 
EUSnyeta, 8 books), from the name of Eudemus of Rhodes, who 
in the past was thought to have been its author: today it is 
considered to be authentically Aristotelian and Eudemus is 
believed to have been the person who actually published it. The 
small treatise On Virtues and Vices is very probably not authentic. 

Human actions are oriented towards a range of ends, which 
- in contrast to Plato’s view - cannot all be subsumed under a 
single common aim, namely pursuit of the good, which, 
furthermore, is separate and transcendent. The general aim 
man seeks to achieve is identified as consisting in happiness 
(eUSatyovia, eudaimonia), in an earthly and pluralistic vision 
linked to human nature. The virtues are the means for achieving 
happiness, as they consist of dispositions which, if possessed by 
human beings, orient man towards behaviour of a type that is 
intrinsic to good individual. Such dispositions are distinguished 
into ethical virtues, i.e. those proper to man’s character or éthos 
(f}80c), and dianoetic virtues, that is to say, those proper to 
reason or dianoia (Stdvota). The ethical virtues concern man’s 
character and practical action, orienting mankind towards 
behaviour intermediate between opposite extremes, the 
extremes being the vices: it is the theory of the mesotés 
(uecotNs) or the right mean, which was destined to play a 


prominent role in philosophical debate of the following 
centuries. In order to determine which type of behaviour should 
be regarded as virtuous - and thus to identify the right mean - it 
is necessary to turn to the dianoetic virtues, the most important 
of which is wisdom; only thus will it be possible to acquire 
knowledge of things and to perform the appropriate evaluations 
required for accomplishment of the ethical virtues. Aristotle did 
not share the Socratic position that subordinated ethics to 
knowledge, and which thereby believed that performing good 
actions depends exclusively on knowing what is good; in 
contrast, Aristotle’s position opened up the possibility of 
performing a good or bad action as a result of a voluntary 
choice, independent of pure knowledge but tending, instead, to 
be associated with a desire and potentially determined by 
education. 

In addition to life in its practical aspects, Aristotle also 
attributed to man a theoretical life, an activity of the intellect in 
the form of contemplation and knowledge. Contemplative life is 
the reign of the dianoetic virtue of wisdom: the exercise of 
thought draws man closer to God; philosophy, which is the 
acquisition of knowledge, is therefore the supreme means to 
achieve complete happiness. Indeed, the theoretical life is in 
itself human happiness. 

The work entitled Politics (NoAttiKd, 8 books) is likewise the 
result of an organised combination of various separate writings, 
dating from different periods, examining man’s action in 
relation to other men, through successive forms of associated 
life. From the family (oikia) to the village (KwWN) to the polis 
(TIOAtc). The work entitled Economics, which follows these texts, 
is not by Aristotle. 

The city community constitutes the fully achieved and 
perfect form of associative life, fully enabling man to satisfy all 
his needs and to dedicate himself to theoretical reflection, the 
latter being seen as a means of achieving happiness. Man is 
defined as CWov TOALTLKOV, “a political animal” by nature, 
inasmuch as living in society is an intrinsic feature of the human 
race. The primary nucleus of society is the family, seen as the 


place of reproduction and as an economic unit: its structure is 
based on the power of the husband over his wife, of the father 
over the son, of the master over the slave. The union of a group 
of families leads to the formation of the village, while the union 
of several villages creates the polis, which in turn allows the 
achievement of a happy life for the citizens. 

The second part of the work deals with definition of the best 
and most stable form of government. As far as its constitution - 
politeia - is concerned, three forms can be distinguished: 
monarchy (government by a single individual), aristocracy 
(government by the best people) and politeia (government by 
many: the name is that of the constitution itself). When these 
forms are brought into action not so much in order to fulfil the 
common interest as, rather, to pursue the interests of the those 
who are in power, they degenerate into either tyranny (absolute 
power held by a single individual), oligarchy (government by a 
small minority) and democracy (government by the masses). 
Aristotle identified as the best form an “intermediate 
constitution” (ugéon TtoALtELa, mesé politeia), i.e. one that is 
intermediate between oligarchy and democracy, founded on the 
consensus of the middle class and achievable in a city that is not 
overly extensive. 


3.5.3 Works focusing on poietic activities 


The corpus concludes with the works devoted to human 
productive activities; particular attention is paid to productions 
associated with the exclusive faculty of the word, namely 
rhetoric and poetics. The Rhetoric to Alexander, which is definitely 
not by Aristotle and is attributed to Anaximenes of Lampsacus, 
was mentioned earlier (cf. The Classical Age X 1.4); we will 
therefore now turn to Rhetoric and Poetics. 

Rhetoric (TExvn PytoptKkn, 3 books) belongs to the last period 
of the philosopher's life and was written after Poetics, during his 
final stay in Athens; we may therefore surmise that it contains 
an overall reflection embodying the essence of a lifetime’s 


thoughts on this theme. The work has come down to us in 3 
books, but the structuring of the material can be more 
satisfactorily described in a different manner: the first two 
books constitute a unit that deals with the general issue of 
developing an argument, that is to say, the means of persuasion 
(in Greek ttiotetc, pisteis) utilised in public speeches; the third 
book (Nepi AgEews, On Elocution) deals with the form of a 
speech. It is likely that the collection on rhetoric was originally 
composed of only two books rather than three: the third may 
have been a separate work, united with the rest as the result of 
an ancient edition. However, it does appropriately complete the 
overall work, supplementing the treatment of the logical and 
content-related parts with an analysis of stylistic and formal 
aspects of an oration (the expression and the disposition of its 
specific parts). 


Book I opens with the definition of rhetoric as the 
counterpart of dialectics, asserting, additionally, the 
possibility both of delineating a method for rhetoric and of 
establishing its techné. The critique of techniques of 
rhetoric adopted in the past leads to the description of the 
évOUuUNUA (enthyméma), a form of syllogism used in 
rhetoric, founded on probable premises. After mentioning 
various means of persuasion, including aspects such as 
the speaker's personal authoritativeness, his capacity to 
engage the enthusiastic attention of the audience and his 
choice of a riveting mode of presenting the arguments 
forming part of his subject-matter, Aristotle underlines the 
relations of rhetoric both with dialectics (logic-based 
inventiveness) and also with ethics and politics (knowledge 
of characters and passions). He then proceeds to 
distinguish the conclusive evidence (the example and the 
enthyméma) from the probabilities and evidence (such as 
the tekunptov, tekmérion, or necessary clue). The structural 
analogy between rhetoric and dialectics rests on the fact 
that the role of enthyméma and examples in rhetoric 
corresponds to that of syllogism and induction in dialectic: 
the enthyméma is a form of syllogism, albeit - as it were - 
less rigorous and based on pithana (“credible,” 


“persuasive,” “probable”) premises. The example aims to 
make a general assertion credible on the basis of a special 
case, by means of an inductive process. Three types of 
rhetoric are then defined, distinguished on the basis of the 
audience (spectators or judges) and of the time to which 
reference is made (present, past, future). Deliberative 
rhetoric consists in advising in favour or against: it is 
oriented towards the future and the aim it pursues can be 
either that of usefulness or of damage. Judicial rhetoric 
consists in accusing and defending; it is oriented towards 
the past and the end it seeks to achieve can pertain either 
to that which is legal or that which is illegal. Epideictic 
rhetoric consists of praising and denigrating, it concerns 
the present and aims to focus on the beautiful and 
praiseworthy or the reprehensible. The second part of the 
book is devoted to a description of the arguments and 
exemplifications of the three types of rhetoric. 


The first part of Book II deals with the role of éthos and 
emotion in persuasion within the context of rhetoric: the 
work surveys the various emotions and the manner of 
arousing them (anger, calm, friendship and hostility, fear 
and trust, modesty and insolence, kindness and rudeness, 
piety, indignation, envy, emulation), as well as the various 
characters of the audience (a young man, an old man, a 
mature gentleman, a nobleman, a rich man, a powerful 
man) and the manner of adapting to them. In the second 
part of the book, various types of logical arguments or 
enthymémata are examined. 


Book III is devoted to analysis of the rhetorical style, from 
lexical choice to syntactic form to use of rhetorical figures. 
An important distinction is drawn between two types of 
prose, A€Etc eipopuevn (/exis eiromené) and AEEtc 
KATEOTPAHHEVN (/exis katestrammené): as an example of 
the former, Aristotle mentions Herodotus, whose manner 
of writing Aristotle regards as typical of the predominantly 
paratactic archaic style, characterised by the juxtaposition 
of independent coordinated propositions (syntax devoid of 
complexities, composed of simple independent clauses, 
neither long nor complex), while the /exis katestrammené 


mode of writing corresponds to the more modern, 
predominantly hypotactic style, composed of more 
complex sentences with an abundance of subordinate 
clauses (cf. The Classical Age IX 2.7). Aristotle expresses a 
preference for the latter form, as it more clearly conveys 
the logical structure of discourse and the argument that is 
being developed. The final chapters deal with the parts of 
an oration, of which the indispensable parts are the 
exposition and the demonstration, to which a proem and 
an epilogue may be added. 


If we seek to give a brief - although inevitably simplified - 
account of Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric compared to the 
views expressed by earlier orators, it can be said that it is 
definable from two perspectives. The first is its differentiation 
from the conceptions put forward by Plato, with his fierce 
condemnation of this activity: Aristotle believed that rhetoric 
had indisputably acquired the dignity of a techné and could 
certainly be treated by a philosopher as an object of knowledge. 
Rhetoric was legitimated, let us say, by its very existence as well 
as by its results: since language and the use of language to 
argue for or against ideas is intrinsic to human beings, they fulfil 
a precise purpose. Plato certainly could not conceive of the idea 
of composing a Techné rhétoriké, whereas Aristotle did so with 
great care and learning. The second aspect is the rejection of a 
long-standing approach whereby theory and practice had 
always gone hand in hand, at least insofar as persons were 
concerned: the authors of speeches would traditionally put 
considerable effort into training others in the art of speech- 
writing, not only by giving the appropriate example but often by 
making use of the manual as well (cf. The Classical Age X 1.2). 
Aristotle did not pursue this aim: rather, he observed the 
phenomenon as an object of knowledge and analysed it 
scientifically in its history and its results: in no way did he aim to 
create a perfect orator, instead, he sought to analyse and study 
this human activity. 

The aim pursued by rhetoric is to produce persuasive 


speeches, designed to obtain support for a given proposal: 
therefore, it must concern itself with the search for the evidence 
that will confirm what is being said (pisteis) and the tools to 
obtain such evidence. There is an analogy in the manner of 
proceeding of rhetoric and dialectics: this is the logical-rational 
basis of Aristotelian rhetoric, clearly marking a profound 
divergence from the importance many rhetors awarded to 
psychological and pathos-related elements, or to striking 
stylistic effects and ornamental language forms, or more 
generally to the multiplicity of means designed to amaze and 
capture the listeners’ attention in the auditorium. However, the 
importance of factors linked to characters and passions was by 
no means neglected: the orator’s own éthos (80s), his 
awareness of the characters (On, éthé) and passions of the 
public massed in the audience; all these aspects constituted 
crucial elements for rhetorical effectiveness. Aristotle had a 
positive view of rhetoric, based first and foremost on the aspects 
and rational foundation of a speech, but also on its usefulness in 
the political context. 

It appears that Poetics (Nepi ttounttKijc) was originally 
composed of two books, of which only the first is said to have 
come down to us; it starts from the general aspects of the 
theory of poetry and also addresses the classification of genres 
of poetry, then deals specifically with epic and, predominantly, 
tragedy. The work opens with a definition of the art of poetry as 
imitation (mimésis), and the classification of genres of poetry, 
turning then to a delineation of the history and characteristics of 
tragedy and comedy. It focuses extensively on the constitutive 
parts of tragedy, the main element of which is stated to be the 
story (u080c, mythos), which is an imitation of actions: the story 
as an element of poetry is mimésis of actions (TtIpdéEtc, praxeis) 
performed by men. In this part of the work, the descriptive tone 
is mingled with the normative aspects; consequently, the work 
ends up effectively delineating the ideal characteristics of the 
best tragedy. The final chapters are devoted to the language of 
poetry, with attention to the exegetical criteria and the 
comparison between the epic and the tragic genres. 


The first five chapters contain several fundamental concepts 
and theoretical foundations, which over the centuries have 
become very well-known and well-established; they have 
exercised a long-lasting influence on poetry, right up to the 
Modern Age. We will therefore focus more analytically on the 
major aspects. 


Ch. 1. Aristotle announces that he intends to address the 
question of poetry in its own right as well as focusing on 
its forms, its constitutive elements and all the associated 
questions, beginning according to the natural order of 
general principles. The different poetic genres (the 
following are mentioned: epic, tragedy, comedy, the 
dithyramb, auletic and citharistic art) have in common the 
fact of being imitations of reality (miméseis), whereas they 
are differentiated by three considerations: by what means, 
of what (i.e. with respect to which object) and in what way is 
the imitation carried out. The first difference among these 
genres lies in the different employment of poetic 
instruments such as rhythm, speech and music. Some 
genres make use of only one, some of two, others of all of 
them; moreover each genre uses them differently in terms 
of quantity and quality. It is incorrect to describe those 
who do not practise imitation as “poets,” referring - for 
instance - to a philosopher of nature (pucLoAdyoc) such as 
Empedocles, merely because he composed his treatise in 
hexameters. 


Ch. 2. The second difference concerns objects and, just as 
is observed in painting, so also in poetry some people 
imitate others engaging in action, representing them as 
better than they actually are (as an example, tragedy), or 
alternatively, as worse (for instance, comedy), or in some 
cases as similar (for instance the dithyramb and the 
nomos). 


Ch. 3. The third difference concerns the way the various 
genres carry out the imitation of their respective object: 
narrative or diegematic poetry (in which authors 
sometimes relate the story while remaining recognisably 


their own selves, whereas at other times an author may 
hide behind the character by making use of direct speech), 
and dramatic poetry (in which only the characters engaged 
in action are actually represented). The various genres 
may have features in common but also, at the same time, 
aspects of differentiation: the works of Sophocles 
resemble those of Homer because they imitate serious 
characters, and those of Aristophanes because they are 
dramatic (i.e. they “both represent people in direct action”: 
TIPATTOVTas yap plyoOvtat Kal SpWvtac Gupw); for the 
same reasons, but in the opposite direction, they are 
differentiated from those of Aristophanes and those of 
Homer. The Dorians claim to have been the originators of 
tragedy and comedy, citing names as the demonstration of 
the correctness of their claim: kwuWSta (k6modia) from the 
Doric noun for “village” (KwWuN, kK6mé), and “drama” from 
the Doric verb Spav (dran) which meant “do” (i.e. perform 
an action), whereas the Athenians use Sfjyoc (démos) and 
Tipattetv (prattein) respectively. 


Ch. 4. Two natural causes have given rise to the poetic art: 
the human propensity to learn through imitation and the 
pleasure that derives from this activity. Starting from the 
very early rudimentary improvisations, poetry gradually 
developed its own rules and internal distinctions. Prior to 
Homer there existed many poets who were authors of 
heroic poetry, dealing with serious topics, and of iambic 
poetry, which had a comic or hilarious tone; but about 
none of these poets do we know anything at all. Homer is 
the greatest poet, because he excelled in serious poetry, 
namely epic (the Iliad and the Odyssey), from which there 
derived the genre of tragedy, but he likewise excelled in 
comic poetry, composing the Margites which is the 
ancestor of comedy. Tragedy and comedy developed from 
popular forms of improvisation: tragedy from those who 
chanted the dithyramb, comedy from those who led the 
phallophoric processions during festivals. The evolution of 
the tragic genre underwent modifications introduced by 
Aeschylus and Sophocles concerning the number of actors, 
role of the chorus, choice of theme and metre. 


Ch. 5. Comedy involves the imitation of mediocre persons, 
who raise ridicule (to yeAotov). Unlike tragedy, comedy 
was only belatedly awarded recognition of its literary 
dignity; this explains why the history of its origin and of 
the transformations which, over time, have endowed it 
with its current features (characters, parts, number of 
actors) is unknown. As far as its content is concerned, this 
derives from the works of the Sicilian comedy writers 
(Epicharmus and Phormis): Crates was the first Athenian 
author to abandon the “iambic” manner and compose 
works each endowed with an overall plot and dialogue. In 
the final part of the chapter, some similarities and 
differences between the epic genre and that of tragedy are 
highlighted. Both of these forms share the feature of 
focusing on noble objects that are imitated through the 
power of words, but they also differ in a number of ways. 
Epic has only one metre, whereas tragedy is polymetric; 
epic has no limit on its length, whereas tragedy tends to 
respect the unit of time extending over one day only. 
However, the aspects in common are such that a person 
who knows how to judge tragedy also knows how to judge 
epic. 


The main core of the book, consisting of chapters 6-22, is 
devoted to tragedy, which Aristotle saw as the high point in the 
evolution of the poetic art, and its full realisation. First and 
foremost we have a definition of tragedy and its constituent 
parts (ch. 6): the spectacle, music, elocution, characters, 
thought, story. A little later, attention begins to focus more 
closely on the story (uG80c, mythos), indicated as the most 
important part and to which greater attention is therefore 
awarded (chaps. 7-14). At this point the overall outline of the 
treatment becomes slightly fuzzy: one would expect a 
systematic treatment of the other five parts, and in fact 
discussion does focus on the characters (ch. 15) and stage 
effects (ch. 17: spectacle and music put in an only occasional 
appearance), but in chapters 15-18 one still finds a number of 
observations on the story scattered here and there. Ch. 19 
presents a rapid mention of thought processes (Stdvota, 


dianoia), accompanied by a reference to writings on rhetoric; 
attention then turns to Ag&tc (/exis), namely, everything that 
belongs to expression through language, which is treated more 
extensively (end ch. 19 and chaps. 20-22). 

The final part is devoted to the treatment of epic, already 
described as a precedent for the tragedy inasmuch as it is 
“serious” poetry (chaps. 23-26). Ch. 25 is of particular 
importance: here Aristotle lists a series of exegetic problems 
that may occur, and puts forwards the appropriate methods to 
address such difficulties. Ch. 26 concludes with a further 
comparison between epic and tragedy, once again indicating 
the superiority of tragedy. 

It is widely believed that the second book of the work dealt 
with comedy and, more generally, with comic. The theme is 
taken into consideration and addressed in an overall perspective 
in the general introductory section, at which point the in-depth 
treatment is explicitly postponed, but the promise is not fulfilled 
in the book that has come down to us. This is a long-standing 
problem that remains unsolved in the critical literature: some 
scholars strongly believe that the second book never came into 
being, others go in the opposite direction and attempt to 
reconstruct its contents. In any case, the text we have is not 
without non-homogeneous aspects (the disproportion of the 
various parts, the accumulation of observations in some 
passages, as compared to the short hasty mentions in some 
other cases), suggesting that the drafting of the book may have 
been stratified over time, and not definitive. 

What we should not do is consider Poetics as a sort of 
manual designed to teach the aspiring poet how to compose a 
well done work. We should have it quite clear in our minds that 
this is absolutely not the idea Aristotle had in mind, even though 
one can find normative observations scattered here and there in 
his text. What predominates is a manner of presenting his ideas 
based on a set of thoughts and definitions that are of a 
speculative theoretical nature, and which take the observation 
of reality as their starting point. The reality under consideration, 
in this case, is taken as that which includes the results of man’s 


activity in the field of poetics, that is to say - concretely speaking 
- as the evolution of literary genres from Homer up to the 
present day of Aristotle. More specifically, in this framework, 
prescriptive and normative indications respond to the need for 
evaluation and judgement concerning the results of the art, in 
relation to the end pursued. However, the assertion of a 
preference and a highly positive value judgement cannot fail to 
take on the meaning, even if only implicitly, of pointing to a 
model that tells us “how things should be done.” We thus have 
theoretical reflection on the art of poetry, which takes into 
account the history of this art and the observation of its 
products. First and foremost, Aristotle clearly presupposes - 
without feeling any need to demonstrate the fact - that poetry is 
a techné: it should therefore be classified among the human 
activities governed by rationality and subjected to identifiable 
rules. Among the various technai, poetry is distinguished by its 
own essence and by the aim which is its own specific 
characteristic. 

The crucial point of the Aristotelian conception lies, once 
again, in a profound differentiation from Plato (although the 
contraposition is never made explicit or declared). Plato had 
condemned poetry as the imitation of tangible things, arguing 
that the simulation shifts the attention away from true reality 
(the Ideas): therefore, poetry has no value whatsoever in terms 
of knowledge. Aristotle likewise regarded poetic art as imitation 
(mimésis) of sensible reality or, if one prefers, of nature: but 
since the latter is full-blown reality, the value of poetry consists 
precisely in the fact that the imitation produces knowledge. Art 
does imitate nature, but not in the sense of imitating an 
accidental detail: rather, in the sense of imitating the universal 
in human action, for there is no true knowledge other than of 
the universal. Hence the idea of the superiority of poetry in 
comparison to history, inasmuch as poetry is based on a 
different type of “knowledge” that derives from these two 
activities of the human spirit. 


Poetry is more philosophical and more elevated than 


history, since poetry relates more of the universal, while 
history relates particulars (ch. 9, 1451b 4-7). 


Therefore, in comparison to Plato, what one finds with Aristotle 
is effectively a revaluation of the essence and value of poetry. 
This theoretical definition of poetry is linked to the other 
fundamental aspect, namely that of the end which is being 
pursued. In order to explain this, Aristotle has to analyse the 
manifestations of the art of poetry in the various genres and 
shed light on their history. But it is already quite clear that the 
factor unifying the different genres is their common essence, 
which consists in none other than in being an imitation of 
nature: therefore, they are different realisations of a single 
techné. The analysis of poetic genres and their history leads 
Aristotle, on the basis of a finalistic (teleological) conception that 
is profoundly rooted in his thought, to the idea that poetry has 
emerged as the outcome of an evolutionary path which has 
necessarily brought it to full maturity, enabling it to display 
complete accomplishment of its form and perfection of the end 
it pursues. The latter is to be found, Aristotle argues, in the 
products of fifth-century Athenian drama, above all in tragedy 
(he famously manifested a preference for Oedipus Tyrannus by 
Sophocles). This accounts for the predominant presence of 
classical tragedy in the overall reflections contained in Poetics 
(though with significant attention to epic as well), the main 
concepts being developed precisely in reference to tragedy. 
The function of poetry and the pleasure deriving therefrom 
constitute a highly significant theme. First and foremost, this 
form of pleasure springs from knowledge, because mimésis is 
knowledge and the enjoyment arising from poetry is of a 
cognitive type. Upon seeing the portrayal of an exemplary 
situation or event, an imitation of the reality of human actions 
that goes beyond the individual case but reveals its deepest and 
innermost meaning, viewers will learn to grasp the universal 
implications and will acquire knowledge of the cause of things. 
But the emotive aspects also play a non-secondary role: in 
addition to the cognitive function, poetry also exerts an effect on 


the psychological-emotive plane, in relation to the passions: 
tragedy arouses compassion and terror and leads to purification 
or catharsis, freeing the individual from such passions. What 
exactly Aristotle meant to express with that, and what 
implications should be drawn, is not yet by any means 
definitively clarified: scholars still engage in discussion on the 
Aristotelian concept of tragic catharsis. On the other hand, it is 
nevertheless important to gain at least a general idea of the 
existence of such a famous and debated problem in the 
interpretation of Aristotle’s thought. 

That from Aristotle’s perspective tragedy represented the 
greatest achievement of the poetic art is true, but it cannot be 
said that Poetics focuses almost exclusively on tragedy: epic is 
likewise taken into consideration more than once, and not only 
in parallel or comparison with tragedy, with which it shares a 
certain number of aspects. 


3.6 Importance of Aristotle’s erudite and antiquarian 
activity 


Aristotle's school devoted considerable attention to erudite 
research and collection of documents from the past concerning 
a wide range of topics. One can even say that to a certain extent 
Aristotle can be considered the first great scholar of antiquity, 
whose activities in this context played a fundamental role in the 
birth and development of scholarship in the Hellenistic Age, 
above all that of Alexandria, including the connections between 
antiquarian erudition and the interpretation of texts of 
particular authors. The project of creating vast documentary 
repertoires for purposes of consultation called for the 
establishment of veritable équipes of pupils. Aristotle thus 
adopted a method of group investigation: under his 
authoritative guidance, the members of the teams would be 
coordinated and stimulated by his unfailing commitment and 
supervision. Clearly, his role was more than simply that of the 
teacher; he also acted as a source of cultural and educational 
organisation. This manner of proceeding in the collection and 


systematic organisation of the materials explains both the great 
number and imposing nature of the erudite works attributed to 
the philosopher himself, and also the fairly scanty attention 
devoted to stylistic elaboration of the fragmentary parts we can 
still read today. 

What can be perceived is a monumental endeavour to build 
up a body of documentation on the history of the disciplines in 
various spheres of thought that were the object of Aristotle’s 
reflection, and in which he sought to establish a doctrine of his 
own. His interests covered a wide range of topics: politics, 
poetics, rhetoric, metaphysics (or “first philosophy”), physics. 
The link between the collection of documentation and the 
philosopher's theoretical reflection can be seen asa 
characterising feature: suffice it to mention the attention 
Aristotle devoted in the three works Rhetoric, Metaphysics and 
Physics to setting out and examining the opinions of his 
predecessors. From Aristotle onwards, a historically ordered 
collection of the opinions expressed in the past on various 
problems assumed great importance and became the 
foundation of the idea and practice of doxography, that is to say, 
the collection and presentation of the opinions held by earlier 
scholars on a given topic. Starting from the Hellenistic Age, 
doxography was to undergo enormous development. The 
underlying idea, which became an acquisition of decisive 
importance, was that the scientific foundation of a discipline 
cannot be developed with disregard of its history. 

In this regard, the field of the history of literature deserves 
special consideration. Unfortunately, we cannot fully appreciate 
the relation between the lost historical-literary works and the 
Poetics that is conserved among the esoteric works, but it is 
quite clear that the theoretical reflections on epic and tragedy 
set out in Poetics cannot be considered without due 
consideration of the analyses documented in the fragments of 
Homeric Problems; similarly, the content of writings such as the 
dialogue On the Poets (on which little is known) or the treatise 
On Tragedies (of which nothing at all is known) cannot simply be 
completely disregarded. Historical-literary interest in the works 


and figures of the poets assumed various forms: for instance in 
some cases it prompted the practice of monographic treatments 
of the issues assessed (TpoBAnpata, problémata), i.e. focusing 
individually on various questions that arose from the texts, or at 
other times it aroused an interest in reconstructing an author’s 
biography, based on an analysis of the available works. These 
trends began with Aristotle and underwent marked 
development in the works of some Peripatetics of the 
immediately following generations, during which a number of 
works were produced in this field. 

But there is another aspect that needs to be underlined and 
treated in this context: the link between erudition and text 
interpretation, that is to say, the significance of antiquarian 
activities for reconstruction of historical-literary aspects. The 
great collection of historical-antiquarian erudition that Aristotle 
and his school set before us has a value and bears a relation to 
the domain of history of literature and interpretation of the 
works by authors of the past. It cannot be ignored that the 
documentation on drama competitions constitutes an important 
source for the history of classical drama, that the lists of Olympic 
and Pythian victors offer helpful information for study of choral 
lyric production and other historical-cultural aspects; nor can it 
be disregarded that research on proverbs (ttapotpiat) has links 
to poetry texts in which they are featured in various ways, and 
that even the Athenian Constitution was quite probably a useful 
source for the interpretation of allusions and historical 
references in poetry and literary contexts (for instance, in comic 
drama). 

All this may have been - indeed must surely have been - 
already embryonically present at the time of Aristotle, but it 
began to work an effect on the exegetical work of Alexandrian 
philology and certainly contributed to its extraordinary 
development just a few decades later. The type of research and 
treatment that was widespread in the Peripatetic school and the 
thought expressed in Aristotle’s Poetics made a decisive 
contribution that cast the consideration of literature in a new 
light. The works and personalities of the poets began to become 


the (not only legitimate, but also crucially important) object of 
reading, interpretation, study. There arose an increasing 
awareness of standing in some sense on the shoulders of an era 
that boasted cultural models and great literary creations, 
constituting the essence of paideia in Greek civilisation. This was 
a heritage to be treasured, interpreted, understood, made 
known and transmitted, because it was recognised constantly 
(thus without any real breaks) as forming the basis of Greece's 
own anthropological-cultural identity. This is the underlying and 
profound historical-cultural significance of the role of Aristotle 
and the Peripatetics, who must be recognised and underlined as 
the true predecessors and original inspiration of Alexandrian 


philology. 


3.7 Language and style 


While Cicero, as mentioned earlier, said the Aristotelian prose 
was a flumen aureum, Dionysius of Halicarnassus spoke of its 
effectiveness and clarity of expression, noting that it offered a 
very pleasant reading experience as well as a wealth of cultural 
information. Naturally, this assessment referred to the exoteric 
works, which Aristotle reshaped in a more formal approach that 
would be appropriate for publication. As we have seen, many of 
the pieces were set out in the form of dialogues, on the model 
of the works by Plato, but unfortunately in no way can we gain 
any idea of Aristotle’s style as far as this aspect of his production 
is concerned. We, for our part, can read the acroamatic works, 
which have come down to us in the tradition springing from the 
publication by Andronicus. We explained earlier that the esoteric 
writings were texts used by the master and his disciples for 
teaching purposes, as well as for discussion sessions and 
research undertaken in common within the school context: thus 
the esoteric writings circulated only inside the school. They were 
frequently re-utilised in subsequent lessons or taken up again 
for further study at a later date, with modifications and 
additions that were sometimes introduced even ata 
considerably later date. The degree of elaboration and the 


refinement of finishing touches concerning form, structure and 
stylistic aspects could vary markedly: it is likely, within one and 
the same work, that some of the parts had been composed at 
quite different times or had been revised in one or more ways. 
In some cases the revision may have consisted in no more than 
the addition of a simple note, which a speaker could use as a 
base for an oral presentation that would develop the subject far 
more extensively, or, at the opposite pole, it could take the form 
of parts that had been completely rewritten. Only rarely, 
however, did these works reach a formal and stylistic level 
comparable to that of works destined for publication: 
consequently, stylistic and formal problems often arise, leading 
to difficulties in reading the text as a coherent whole and in 
achieving a coherent interpretation. 

This notwithstanding, some more carefully finished and 
polished parts can be identified, in which a concise and 
uncluttered style can be noted, well suited to a presentation as 
part of a “scientific” treatise that concedes little in terms of a 
decorative style or rhetorical frills (only in occasional cases is 
one’s attention caught by a particularly noteworthy turn of 
phrase). Similarly, the type of language utilised is functional and 
devoid of “poetic” expressions. Aristotle uses a range of 
vocabulary appropriate for making his thought very clear and 
easy to understand, also making use of technical terminology 
and constructions specific to the discipline he is discussing. In 
fact, it seems certain that he himself coined many of the 
technical terms he used, and did so precisely with this aim in 
mind. A typical case in point concerns the use of the article to 
create a noun from a neuter adjective or an entire expression, 
for the purpose of emphasising abstract concepts. 


3.8 Theophrastus and the Aristotelian school 
3.8.1 The heritage of Aristotle 


When Aristotle left his school, the Lyceum, it was deeply 


engaged in research pertaining to the various branches of 
knowledge. The master had been its promoter and organiser, 
but also - and above all - its creative mind, which had endowed 
with profound meaning all the aspects of the project. Its 
teachings had reached an overall theoretical unity based on a 
systematic and powerful mode of philosophical enquiry. Once 
Aristotle could no longer be present, the global significance and 
the approach centring on philosophical enquiry, which had 
organically held together the different threads of research, now 
began to fade: in its place, exploration of naturalistic subjects 
and erudite investigation in the various sectors began to gain 
the upper hand. 

The prestigious philosophical and scientific heritage 
bequeathed by Aristotle was gathered up, first and foremost, by 
his pupil Theophrastus, who took over the leadership of the 
school as early as 323, when his teacher left Athens. 
Theophrastus maintained the established fertile research lines 
and collection of materials on a great variety of fields of 
knowledge. Theophrastus was born in Eresus, on the island of 
Lesbos, around 370 and died around 287 B.C. At a still relatively 
young age, he moved to Athens, where he probably attended 
Plato’s Academy before the death of Plato (347), after which he 
followed Aristotle to the new school the latter had founded. 
Theophrastus’ close collaboration with his teacher - he became 
Aristotle’s most faithful follower - enabled him to become 
Aristotle’s successor at the head of the Peripatos, a position he 
held until his death. He thus stood at the helm of the Peripatos 
for about 35 years, continuing with great energy and 
commitment the work initiated by Aristotle and achieving a 
considerable increase in its number of followers. 

As the pupil and successor of Aristotle, Theophrastus 
likewise expanded his intellectual activity to an encyclopaedic 
dimension with a clearly defined scientific systematic approach. 
The ancient sources credit him with a fairly high number of 
works (a catalogue listing over 220 works attributed to him has 
survived) dealing with the fields of theoretical philosophy (logic, 
physics, metaphysics, natural sciences) and of practice-poietics 


(ethics, politics, rhetoric, literary criticism). What can be noted is 
an accentuation of erudite and scientific interests, and increased 
taste for historical-cultural documentation and documentary 
collections. The latter aspect eventually became predominant, 
stifling the philosophical reflection which, in the master’s 
doctrine, brought together the encyclopaedic multiplicity of the 
specific analytical investigations and forged them into a unity 
built around philosophy. In this sense, Theophrastus marks an 
important stage in the path whereby the various scientific 
disciplines began to forge their independence from philosophy, 
a development that would become increasingly predominant in 
the Hellenistic Age (especially among the intellectuals at the 
Museum of Alexandria). 

Theophrastus’ approach thus awarded priority to the 
naturalistic component of the Aristotelian heritage rather than 
its speculative aspects, but he also still devoted himself to “first 
philosophy” or “metaphysics.” That he by no means abandoned 
the latter fields is testified by a short essay that has come down 
to us through the manuscripts, which discusses the doctrine of 
the prime principles and the first Unmoved Mover. However, it 
may be incomplete, and its title of Metaphysics is certainly not 
original. 

Theophrastus composed an imposing mass of works, but 
unfortunately the tradition of his writings has undergone 
catastrophic losses. His theoretical investigation is represented 
only by the above cited text on metaphysics. We have indirect 
information concerning his studies on logic (with regard to the 
doctrine of syllogisms) and rhetoric (on the virtutes of 
expressions). Of his copious scientific production a few short 
leaflets are left (On Stones, On Fire, On Winds) and two treatises 
on botany, 9 books of an Enquiry into Plants (namely a iotopia or 
“descriptive investigation” on a large number of botanical 
species) and 6 books of De Causis Plantarum. Moreover, 
numerous fragments have come down to us through indirect 
tradition and attest the variety and breadth of Theophrastus’ 
interests (for example, thanks to Porphyry, we possess a long 
fragment from a treatise On Music, in which the modes of sound 


propagation and the nature of melodic intervals are discussed; 
more brief fragments are devoted to the study of the 
therapeutic effects of music and to questions linked to musical 
history). Also lost is the doxographic work Opinions of the 
Physicists, in which he collected the theories of the pre-Socratics 
in the field of natural sciences. 

From the literary point of view, the surviving and very well- 
known collection of short prose works entitled Characters 
arouses greater interest. The work, introduced by a brief non- 
authentic presentation, consists of 30 sketches of human types, 
whose most frequently recurrent and recognisable features are 
defined and described. This section is then followed by an 
exemplification of circumstances that emphasise the character's 
peculiarities. The types have in common the feature of focusing 
on various kinds of “vices,” since they each express defects that 
are unsuitable for a society of well-educated persons. Here we 
are in the field of ethics: accordingly, the work restricts itself to 
dispassionate observation of the human landscape, without any 
form of judgement or connection with moral principles and the 
idea of the good. 

As an example, one may take a glance at the beginning of 
Character 2, Flattery: 


You might call flattery talk that is shameful, but also 
profitable to the flatterer. The flatterer is the sort to say, as 
he walks along, ‘Do you notice how people are looking at 
you? This does not happen to anyone in the city except 
you.’ 


Among the other characters it is worth mentioning Dissembling, 
Idle Chatter, Boorishness, Shamelessness, Pennypinching, Bad 
Timing, Arrogance, Slander, and so forth. This was a rather 
important work, because the interest in the psychological and 
physiognomical traits of man would become a central element 
in Hellenistic drama (Menander and the New Comedy). 


3.8.2 Figures of the Peripatetic school 


After Theophrastus, around 287 B.C., Straton of Lampsacus 
became the scholarch of the Peripatos (but we will say a few 
words later concerning the developments of the Peripatos 
during the Hellenistic Age). Among Aristotle’s pupils who were 
of the same age as Theophrastus, attention can be called to the 
figures of Aristoxenus of Tarentum and Dicaearchus of Messana, 
who had in common the Pythagorean training they received 
during their early years, before becoming members of the 
Peripatos. Although only very little of their work has come down 
to us, traces of their work in the Peripatos have survived. 
Aristoxenus of Tarentum. Aristoxenus of Tarentum was born 
around 360 and thus he lived in the mid-fourth century. 
According to the ancient tradition, he had such an intense 
relationship with the master that he was rather surprised at 
Aristotle’s decision not to appoint him as the head of the 
Peripatos, but to select Theophrastus instead. The Suda lexicon 
attributes to him the composition of over 450 books on an 
extremely wide range of subjects. He was usually defined as 0 
HOUOLKOG, that is to say, the musician par excellence, on account 
of his studies on music and his works Elements of Harmony and 
Elements of Rhythm (cf. The Classical Age VII 2.1). We have 
fragments of biographical portraits of a number of philosophers 
(Pythagoras and a few of his followers, Archytas, Socrates, 
Plato); this development can thus be regarded as the first steps 
towards the literary genre of the biography, a field in which the 
contribution of the Aristotelian school played a decisive role. 
Dicaearchus of Messana. A versatile figure of a philosopher 
who took an interest in numerous aspects of the applied 
sciences, Dicaearchus of Messana (according to the 
authoritative testimony of Cicero, Letters to Atticus II 16, 3) 
entered into a polemic against Theophrastus, arguing in favour 
of the superiority of a lifestyle that engaged in activity (Bioc 
TIPAKTLKOG, bios praktikos) as compared to contemplative life 
(Bloc BewpnttKdc, bios thedrétikos). Some aspects of his thought 
are known to us from fragments of his work and from ancient 


testimonies, for example, we know that he regarded the soul as 
material and mortal and that, following in the footsteps of the 
Pythagoreans, he believed the soul to be formed of the 
harmonic combination of the four natural elements. We have 
knowledge of his interests in geography and geology, which he 
cultivated partly also by means of a series of fact-finding 
journeys and field investigations, the result of which he then set 
down in writing in a work cited as Description of the Earth. We 
also have evidence of studies he undertook on the subjects of 
ethics and politics, through which he further pursued the line of 
Aristotelian research on the history of the constitutions that 
were in force in the Greek po/eis. The cultural history of Greece 
was probably the main topic of a work in 3 books with the title of 
Bloc EAAdSoc, Life of Greece. Finally, we also have some traces of 
biographical interests (above all with regard to Plato and the 
Academics), as well as few thoughts of a critical-literary nature: 
Dicaearchus was the author of an essay On Alcaeus, addressed 
the topic of Homeric criticism and composed hypotheseis of the 
tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides (of which traces have 
probably remained in the hypotheseis preserved in the medieval 
manuscripts) and also an erudite study On Poetic and Musical 
Competitions. Treatises of this kind on authors and literary works 
were widespread among the Peripatetics: see the comments on 
this subject made earlier. 

Demetrius of Phaleron. The most significant personality 
among the disciples of Theophrastus was Demetrius, who came 
from the Attic deme of Phaleron, where he was born around 360 
and died in about 260 B.C. He was a politician who took an active 
part in the various issues involving Athens towards the end of 
the fourth century; also cultivating intellectual and literary 
interests, he lived the last part of his life at the court of the 
Ptolemies in Alexandria. The figure of Demetrius is associated 
with the experience of the government in Athens from 317 to 
307, which was set up by Cassander, the son of Antipater and 
regent of Macedonia. When, in 307, Demetrius Poliorcetes 
ousted Demetrius of Phaleron, the latter fled from Athens and, 
after the death of Cassander in 297, he sought refuge in 


Alexandria at the court of Ptolemy I Soter (he may actually have 
been invited by the sovereign himself). To some extent, 
Demetrius thus contributed to inspiring the founding of the 
celebrated Alexandrian cultural institutions, namely the Museum 
and the Library; however, under the rule of the successor of 
Soter, Ptolemy II Philadelphus, who came to the throne in 283, 
Demetrius did not enjoy the same favour as he had experienced 
during the previous period, under the rule of Ptolemy I. He died 
far away from the court, just a few years after the new 
sovereign’s accession to the throne. Among his works, which are 
almost totally lost, the sources mention writings on ethics, 
politics and rhetoric. A particularly severe loss concerns his 
works on political history (on the Athenian constitutions and on 
Athenian history during the period 317-307) and on literary 
criticism (essays on Homeric exegesis and collections of texts, 
such as Aesop's fables and the sayings of the Seven Sages). 

A work that is definitely not attributable to Demetrius of 
Phaleron is the essay Nepi €punvetac, On Style (also known by 
the Latin title of De elocutione), even though the tradition 
regards it as attributable to his authorship. The date of the 
treatise is unknown, though it should certainly be regarded as 
stemming from Hellenistic Age or, preferably, from the early 
Imperial Period. It bears evidence of the Aristotelian theories on 
rhetoric, and will be analysed in greater detail in the section on 
rhetoric in the Imperial Period (cf. The Imperial Period II 3.3). 


The Hellenistic Age 


I The Period 


1 The Hellenistic Age 


With the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C. and the 
disintegration of his empire, a phase began in Greek cultural 
history which gradually - since historical transformations are 
never sharp or sudden - acquired different connotations from 
those of the preceding Classical Period. The era subsequent to 
the death of Alexander is termed “the Hellenistic Age,” 
conventionally understood as continuing until the Roman 
conquest of the Hellenistic kingdom of Egypt that followed the 
battle of Actium in 31 B.C. when Octavian (the future Augustus) 
defeated Antony and Cleopatra and subjected Egypt to Rome. A 
little less conventionally, one may talk more broadly of the 
period as including the third to the first century B.C., a time 
characterised by a substantial historical change in the Greek 
world: in this period the civilisation of the po/eis gave way to that 
of the Hellenistic kingdoms, a new landscape that took shape at 
start of the third century; by the end of the first century the 
Hellenistic kingdoms had all been absorbed by Rome, which by 
then held absolute dominance over the scene. Another term 
sometimes used is “the Alexandrian Age,” in reference to the 
special importance assumed by the city of Alexandria, capital of 
the Hellenistic kingdom of Egypt. However, the two names 
should not be understood as interchangeable. The term 


“Hellenistic Age” is preferable, since it conveys a general 
concept, whereas one may talk of Alexandrian literature, poetry, 
philology or science when referring specifically to the 
extraordinary cultural flourishing that occurred in this city on 
the Nile delta, as we shall frequently have reason to note. 

It was a nineteenth-century German scholar, Johann Gustav 
Droysen, who introduced the terms “Hellenism” and 
“Hellenistic” in a historical and cultural sense to define the 
period between the death of Alexander and the Roman 
conquest of Egypt. He took his cue from a passage of the O/d 
Testament (2 Maccabees 4, 13) and two passages of the Acts of the 
Apostles (6, 1 and 9, 29), where we find, respectively, the terms 
‘EAANvLouos (Hellénismos, traditionally used to refer to correct 
use of Greek and linguistic propriety) and EAAnvLoths 
(Hellénistés) to indicate the adoption of the Greek language and 
Greek cultural habits by Hebrews. Droysen noted the use of 
these terms for the adoption of elements of Greek culture, 
primarily of course the language, by non-Greek and non-Greek- 
speaking peoples. On that basis he used “Hellenism” and 
“Hellenistic” to distinguish the period in which, after the 
conquests of Alexander, Greek culture was diffused across vast 
areas in the eastern territories, mingling with the different 
countries’ local cultures and so giving rise to forms of 
syncretistic civilisation with their own distinctive characteristics, 
in which Greek was the common language of the cultivated 
elites. 


2 Greece during the Hellenistic Age 


From a historical point of view it is a useful convention to 
distinguish between an “Early Hellenistic Period” from the death 
of Alexander the Great through the whole third century B.C., 
which saw the establishment of the principal ruling dynasties in 
the territorial kingdoms, and a “Late Hellenistic Period” 
consisting of the second and first century B.C., which 
encompasses Rome's entry onto the eastern Mediterranean 


scene and the final subjection of all the Hellenistic kingdoms, 
when even Egypt became part of the Roman realm. 

The earlier period is marked by the turbulent and uneasy 
formation of the Hellenistic kingdoms by Alexander’s generals 
(the Diadochi, literally “successors”) and their followers after the 
dismemberment of the Macedonian empire. In the course of 
just thirty years or so, from Philip of Macedon’s first meddlings 
in the relations between the Greek cities in the 350s B.C. down 
to the subjection of Greece at the battle of Chaeronea (338 B.C.) 
and the resounding conquests of Alexander the Great between 
336 and 324, Greece’s political reality and cultural horizon were 
transformed radically and expanded to a whole different scale. 
The Macedonian hegemony over Greece favoured the 
establishment of a form of political dominion that was new to 
the Greek world: the galaxy of independent, sovereign poleis, 
which corresponded to a centuries-old understanding of state 
as a community in the Greek lands, was forcibly replaced by the 
concept of the vast territorial state subjected to the central 
power of an absolute monarch and equipped with a capital city. 
In the first decades after the death of Alexander in 323 and 
during the struggles of the Diadochi to divide up his empire, 
some Greek cities nurtured the illusion that they would be able 
to win back their lost liberty, but the rebellions against 
Macedonian rule incurred swift and harsh repression; there 
were indeed some significant instances of partial political 
autonomy, but only in transient and ephemeral episodes. 

One of these brief interludes began at Athens in 317. On the 
death of the Diadochus Antipater (319), ruler of Macedonia and 
Greece, the city once again chose the path of rebellion, which 
was promptly suppressed by Antipater’s son and successor 
Cassander. He entrusted the government of the city to 
Demetrius of Phaleron, a man of culture trained in the 
Peripatos, Aristotle’s school, who held power for a decade (317- 
307) and launched a political programme of developing the city 
and consolidating its middle class, considered in the Aristotelian 
view to be the element of society that guaranteed peace and 
stability. In 307, during the struggles among the second 


generation of Diadochi for control of Greece, Athens was 
stormed by Demetrius Poliorcetes, son of Antigonus 
Monophthalmos, forcing Demetrius of Phaleron to abandon the 
city. He fled to Thebes, then to Macedonia and finally he went to 
Alexandria to the court of Ptolemy. For Athens this prompted a 
new search for political autonomy. In 302 Demetrius Poliorcetes 
was able to reconstruct the Hellenic League (or “League of 
Corinth”): the Greeks swore an oath not to fight among 
themselves and to ally with the Antigonids. But in the battle of 
Ipsus (301 B.C.), fought deep inside Anatolia, Demetrius 
Poliorcetes was defeated along with his father. The Hellenic 
League broke up and Athens seized the opportunity to rebel and 
proclaim its independence, but Demetrius Poliorcetes besieged 
it a second time and managed to storm it in 294; and so he came 
to control almost the whole of Greece. 

In the Greek and Macedonian area and the other regions 
that had been part of Alexander’s empire, genuinely royal 
dynasties were coming into existence. After the battle of Ipsus in 
301, which marked the definitive collapse of Antigonus 
Monophthalmos’ attempt to unite the entire Macedonian 
empire under his rule, in the early third century B.C. the 
partition of most of the empire crystallised into three large 
kingdoms under the three dynasties that had emerged 
victorious: in Egypt the Lagids or Ptolemies (descendants of 
Ptolemy, son of Lagus); in the kingdom of Syria, including the 
Middle East and part of Asia Minor, the Seleucids (descendants 
of Seleucus); and in the kingdom of Macedonia, which included 
Greece, the Antigonids (descendants of Antigonus 
Monophthalmos). In addition to these three most important 
monarchical states, there were some others of smaller size: the 
kingdoms of Thrace, Epirus, Bithynia, Pontus, the Parthian 
kingdom and the kingdom of Pergamum in Asia Minor, which 
had special importance as a cultural centre under the Attalid 
dynasty. In the course of the century the three principal 
kingdoms were embroiled in numerous conflicts, such as the 
repeated wars between the Ptolemies and Seleucids for control 
of parts of the Syrian region. In the meantime within the 


borders of the different kingdoms new cities were founded and 
important and prosperous urban centres developed, some of 
which would become fundamental points of reference for the 
culture of the period. 

The experience of the eastern Greeks of the Hellenistic 
monarchies should also be considered alongside, in the western 
context, the activities of Agathocles of Syracuse, a bold cavalry 
officer who was able to gain prominence following the hostilities 
of his polis with Carthage, and ultimately (316 B.C.) to achieve 
personal power, which he did not hesitate to present as royal in 
character, including by establishing family connections with the 
dynasties that had arisen out of the dissolution of the empire of 
Alexander the Great. Agathocles revived the old hegemonic 
policy of the Deinomenids over Sicily and continued the conflict 
against Carthaginian power. But the renaissance of Syracuse 
was tied to Agathocles’ own forceful charisma and from the 
moment of his death (289 B.C.) this Sicilian city began a decline 
that would ultimately end with its definitive submission to Rome 
in the course of the First Punic War (264-241 B.C.). 

Alongside these deep changes in Greece's internal political 
arrangements, another change of enormous historical 
significance occurred. Alexander the Great’s ventures in the East 
had opened up new and unexplored geographical, cultural and 
intellectual horizons, and as a result the Greeks’ fundamental 
framework of the thought, mentality and cultural consciousness 
widened beyond previous imagining. Greek civilisation found 
itself facing, and in direct relation to, other cultures, living 
together with them and merging with them: the world of Greek- 
speakers became vast and included within it a large number of 
non-Greeks. The circumscribed and self-sufficient universe of 
the polis, which had kept its autonomy intact from the Archaic 
Period down to the end of the Classical Era, little by little came to 
be dissolved in the broad spatial and cultural perspectives that 
were flung open by the conquest: gradually but profoundly, 
mentality, intellectual attitude, points of reference and 
perspectives changed. Yet, while underlining these differences 
in politicosocial structure we should not imagine any sudden 


ruptures nor overlook elements of continuity. The city-state had 
lost many of its characteristic features, but the Macedonian 
conquest had not dismantled the centuries-old reality of the 
poleis. Although diminished and demoted, social life at city-level 
continued to exist, putting up a tenacious struggle among the 
larger state organisms; and the cities of Greece continued to 
pursue their relatively autonomous political life of alliances and 
alignments (one need think only of the existence of the Aetolian 
Confederacy and Achaean Confederacy, which fought in the so- 
called Social War of 220-217 B.C.). Nonetheless, parallel to the 
vanishing of their full freedom and self-determined political life, 
so also their temper and outlook, intellectual attitude and points 
of reference changed too: at various speeds, their minds and 
consciousnesses, ideas and conception of the world altered. 

Beginning from the end of the third century, after the 
Tarentine War (280-272 B.C.) and the First and Second Punic 
Wars (264-241 and 218-202 B.C.), by which the rising power of 
Rome secured control over Magna Graecia, Sicily and parts of 
the Iberian peninsula and expanded its own sphere of influence 
in the Mediterranean, Rome turned directly to the affairs of 
Greece. The opportunity was presented in 215 by the anti- 
Roman alliance of the Carthaginian Hannibal with Philip V, the 
Antigonid who was at that time monarch of Macedonia, during 
the Second Punic War. For a decade, until 205 B.C., Rome 
maintained an active military front in the Adriatic (the First 
Macedonian War) and shortly afterward adopted the 
programmatic role and image of champion of the liberty of 
Greece against Macedonian domination: in this way Rome 
ensured support from the Greek cities and that of many 
politicians and intellectuals and was met with sincere and 
spontaneous agreement. 

Events took a decisive turn at the end of the Third 
Macedonian War (171-168 B.C.) when the Macedonian king 
Perseus (successor to Philip V) was defeated by the Romans 
under the leadership of the consul L. Aemilius Paullus at the 
battle of Pydna in 168. Macedonia was divided into four 
republics and in the Greek cities the pro-Roman factions were 


dominant, convinced that in Rome they had a defender of their 
own ancient liberty. Yet after just a few years this situation 
collapsed and the Romans’ hegemonic intentions became clear. 
In 147 an attempt to restore the Macedonian kingdom was 
harshly suppressed and Macedonia reduced to a province. The 
same fate befell the rest of Greece a little later: when the 
Achaean Confederacy, spearheaded by Corinth, attempted a 
military response to Roman domination, Corinth was conquered 
and destroyed. It was 146 B.C., the same year as the destruction 
of Carthage at the end of the Third Punic War. 

From then on the Greek peninsula was a site of destruction 
and plunder for the Roman commanders and armies: together 
with the rich booty of precious objects, works of art, statues and 
treasures of every kind, ships also brought to Italy men of 
culture and forms of thougNt, taste, tradition and intellectual 
and aesthetic sensibility, in sum - all the various expressions of 
Greece’s magnificent cultural heritage. The conqueror Rome 
thus assumed, along with its empire, the prestigious and 
weighty responsibility of accepting and securing the immense 
legacy of Greek civilisation. A little over a century later, this 
historic role became even more apparent and, as it were, 
definitive, when the whole Greek and Hellenised world was in a 
certain sense reunified within the vast Roman empire. For Greek 
culture, the Imperial Age began at a time when its relation to 
Rome was already a couple of centuries old. 


3 The diffusion of Greek culture: the new centres 


The political and cultural geography of the Hellenistic Age is 
hence characterised by various kingdoms that emerged from 
the dismemberment of Alexander the Great’s conquests. The 
area of diffusion of Greek language and culture expanded 
enormously and literature too revealed a rich and varied 
polycentrism that encompassed vast territories beyond the 
traditional areas (viz. continental Greece and the islands, the 
Ionian coasts and Greek regions in the West). The diffusion of 


Greek civilisation and its integration with other cultures, in 
different zones of the East, was a patchwork phenomenon. Ina 
certain sense one can talk of a new colonisation but unlike the 
archaic colonies, which had been pursued separately by 
different cities, this new colonisation at first occurred with a 
unitary character conferred on it by the venture of Alexander 
and his armies. However, this initial unity very soon broke up 
and came to differ in the various territorial kingdoms: the 
shared Greek surface could not belie the cultural differences of 
the different territories (which had known deeply rooted 
civilisations of great antiquity, such as in Egypt and the Middle 
East), which are admittedly harder to grasp only from what was 
written in Greek. 

There is no doubt that language represented a powerful 
unifying factor. The form of Greek called kotvr SudAEktos (koiné 
dialektos, “common language”), based principally on the Attic 
dialect, was diffused throughout the Mediterranean basin and 
across vast zones of the Middle East (in parallel to local 
languages, which continued to live their own lives) and in those 
areas it became the principal literary language of the Hellenistic 
Age. The written koiné was a kind of ideal common language of 
educated people who expressed themselves in Greek, at first in 
the Greek kingdoms and then in the Graeco-Latin bilingual 
world of the Roman empire. It was normally used in literary 
prose and it is therefore the form of Greek for which we have 
the most extensive documentation, through a large number of 
preserved texts. Two cases of special historical significance are 
the Greek translation of the Bible called the Septuagint (begun in 
the third century B.C. with the translation of the Torah or 
Pentateuch, and written in a literary koiné laced with Hebraisms: 
cf. The Hellenistic Age IX 1) and the New Testament, whose authors 
were addressing their Christian preaching to less educated 
people too and so preserve elements that are closer to the 
spoken language. 

The polycentrism of Hellenistic cultural geography is due to 
the emergence of new centres of culture, a development 
favoured also by the numerous foundations of cities carried out 


in the period of Alexander and the Diadochi. That is absolutely 
not to say that the ancient centres of continental Greece, the 
Aegean, Asia Minor and the West (above all Syracuse and 
Tarentum) had lost their importance. Athens continued to 
maintain a major role and great prestige: Menander pursued his 
theatrical activity there, the philosophical schools of the 
Academy and the Peripatos flourished, Epicurus and Zeno 
carried out their teachings, giving rise to Epicureanism and 
Stoicism. Yet, alongside the traditional ones, new centres of 
development and of cultural attraction emerged in various 
regions of the Mediterranean, both in areas that had always 
been Greek but were previously cast in the shade by the 
predominance of Athens, and in areas recently “Hellenised.” In 
this, Alexandria stands out, a city founded by Alexander the 
Great in 332, which rose under the Ptolemies to a cultural centre 
of the first importance in numerous cultural spheres, to the 
extent that, as mentioned already in the opening section above, 
we speak of “Alexandrian literature.” But there was no shortage 
of other cities that vied with each other in their artistic and 
cultural brilliance: from Cyrene and Carthage to Pergamum, 
which was for a time the rival of Alexandria; then Antioch (which 
had an important library, where towards the end of the third 
century B.C. the poet Euphorion of Chalcis was appointed 
director), Pella, Rhodes, Jerusalem and others, until Rome 
appeared on the scene and swiftly became the principal cultural 
pole of attraction. During the Hellenistic Age, in the cultural 
context of the Mediterranean, Latin literature emerged and 
soon rose to the greatest heights. 

An important factor in the proliferation of cultural centres 
and institutions was a distinctive attitude by rulers which is 
conventionally called euergetism (from evepyetngs, euergetés, 
meaning “one who does good, benefactor”). All dynasties and 
all sovereigns invested huge resources to celebrating 
themselves, their city and their kingdom by means of projects of 
every kind in city-planning, construction, art and culture, 
summoning craftsmen, artists and men of culture in order to 
promote their own prestige in rivalry with others. What the 


Ptolemies in Alexandria and the Attalids in Pergamum did are 
well known and striking examples, but the phenomenon was 
quite widespread in the Hellenistic courts. From this munificence 
the sciences, arts and letters derived great benefits, including 
the creation of suitable cultural institutions (not only libraries, 
but for example the Museum of Alexandria). 

We have already stressed how concepts such as the 
widening of cultural horizons and polycentrism characterised 
the Hellenistic Age; this context also makes comprehensible 
what is generally classed as the final phase of the classical polis 
experience. Yet one must take care not to slip into the 
erroneous habit of thinking that the final phase of any 
experience - the change in position and climate and new social 
and intellectual framework - simply means decadence. That was 
not the case at all: in the Hellenistic Age the Greek cities 
continued to be generally prosperous and lively centres (Athens 
especially). Yet it is clear that the new situations did not permit 
the cities a political and civil life of the kind typical of the 
Classical Age, nor one guided by the same framework, namely 
direct and active participation by all the citizens in a socio- 
cultural universe that, in its small scale, could be dominated by 
single individuals. An author such as the comic playwright 
Menander (342-291 B.C.) already belonged to the Hellenistic 
world, if for no other reason than that his work appears remote 
from the classical polis experience and does not exhibit an 
explicit participation in the social-political events that his city, 
Athens, was undergoing (cf. The Hellenistic Age II 1). His theatre 
is aclear and immediate example of the change in atmosphere 
and sensibility, but we will see that other genres offer material 
for similar observations: no literary form is able to take the 
entire community as its immediate public, as had once been the 
case with epic recitations, theatre and oratory. Literature and 
thought reflect, on the one hand, the tendency towards 
individualism, in which each person feels and speaks as an 
individual, rather than speaking in the name and for the sake of 
a community, and is addressing groups of individuals rather 
than a community. On the other hand they reflect a 


cosmopolitan vision through which intellectuals reflect the 
creation of a continuous exchange around the widened horizons 
of their Greek-speaking culture. The intellectual and the citizen 
of a community are no longer two sides of the same individual. 


4 The literary genres in the Hellenistic Age 


The intellectuals of the Hellenistic Age have a clear awareness of 
being heirs to a grand tradition of art and thought, which forms 
the invaluable heritage of their tatdeta (paideia), their civil and 
cultural identity. Aristotle and his school made a decisive 
contribution to the formation of this awareness: with reflections 
on rhetoric and poetics, based on the idea of an evolution that 
had reached the highest levels; with a wide-ranging interest in 
literary works and authors; with work in the exegesis of texts, 
which turned the past into an object of study and research. In 
the field of literature, the awareness of this imposing heritage 
resulted in various phenomena in the Hellenistic Era which, with 
inevitable simplifications, we can define as follows: on the one 
hand the urge to preserve, interpret and understand the texts 
hallowed by tradition, with the help of a weighty apparatus of 
erudite instruments and materials; on the other hand an 
attitude of competitive emulation towards the models of the 
past, a rivalry with them in the search for brilliant and 
sophisticated novelties, the value of which derives from its 
relation to the tradition, which was to be grasped in its full 
significance. The phenomenon of learned poetry, characteristic 
of the Hellenistic Age and, as far as our knowledge of it goes, 
concentrated essentially in the surviving Alexandrian poetry, is 
an organic synthesis of these two aspects: with the resources of 
intellectual and erudite instruments that were more effective 
and shrewd than ever, the poet-philologist interpreted the great 
figures of the past, while out of his philological hermeneutics he 
drew sustenance and stimulation for compositions that vied 
with the ancient, authoritative model. Callimachus and 
Apollonius Rhodius stand out as two of the major examples of 


this way of creating poetry, but it was shared also by many other 
poets. 

Typical of the period is the transformation and combination 
of literary genres, a phenomenon that fits perfectly into the 
framework of a culture that studies the past and compares itself 
to it in a critical and competitive way in the search for its own 
originality. The system of traditional literary genres could count 
on an established ensemble of compositional rules for structure, 
language and metre as well as paratext, which were linked to 
the occasions to which each genre corresponded. In the Archaic 
and Classical Periods, the weight of a tradition that was 
accepted as an unarguable authority supported a series of 
norms by which genres were identified, namely epic, the various 
genres of lyric, tragedy and comedy, historiography and oratory. 
The disappearance, or rather the substantial alteration, of the 
occasions for which in the past poetic-literary works had been 
produced (one may think here, as well as of the situations of 
epic and the lyric genres, also of theatre and oratory in the 
changed socio-political conditions of the Hellenistic kingdoms), 
but also the taste, outlined above, for demonstrating a brilliant 
competitiveness in rivalry with the past but based on a sound 
knowledge of it, meant that especially in the Hellenistic Age, and 
above all on the part of poets, the traditional genres were 
profoundly transformed and sometimes mixed together to 
create new and original solutions. The old genres became 
structures that were open to experiments and innovations. 

The set of characteristics outlined here matches well with 
the fact that it was in the Hellenistic Period that a book-based 
civilisation became definitively established. In the Archaic Period 
and part of the Classical Period a lot of literature, especially 
poetry, had been enjoyed primarily through recitation or public 
performance in the various occasions and contexts for which the 
different genres were intended. The practice of reading began 
to spread in the Classical Period (one need think only of 
Isocrates and the work of Aristotle), but by the Hellenistic Period 
literary communication was based primarily on individual 
reading. The civilisation of the book also ushered in the fact that 


literature addressed a restricted and elite public. This might be, 
as was often the case, the court of a ruler or a small group of 
specialists, but certainly no longer a whole community in all its 
elements. And so a “high” culture is differentiated from a 
popular culture which continued to develop along its own paths, 
including traditional forms such as reciters of epic songs and 
travelling players. In the Hellenistic Period an important step 
was taken towards the separation between the culture of the 
learned and that of the rest of the populace. Society became 
ever more divided into two strata: a wealthy and privileged class 
which had the means to participate in the life of society and to 
access refined culture, and a middle and lower-middle class, 
which was often weak economically and at the margins of socio- 
political and cultural life. 

In Greek literature of the Hellenistic Period too the losses 
have been massive. The majority of the poetry preserved is of 
the third century B.C. (or at most the first part of the second 
century) and was written in Alexandria or, if not, with links to 
Alexandria. On the other hand, we unfortunately have very little 
of the poetry written from the mid-second to the first century, 
which had a major influence on Latin poetry. With the end of the 
great classical tragedy, theatre is represented by the last great 
comic playwright, Menander, in comic forms that are already far 
removed from Old Comedy. As regards poetry, this is the period 
that sees the great flourishing of elegy and epigram (a poetic 
genre that changes radically in its purpose and enjoys its 
greatest literary period at this time), the learned, refined poetry 
of Callimachus, the new epic of Apollonius Rhodius, the bucolic 
poetry of Theocritus, the dramatic monody of Lycophron and 
the didactic poetry of Aratus and Nicander. 

One of the most significant and novel phenomena is that of 
Alexandrian philology, which in the three centuries of the 
Hellenistic Period enjoyed its extraordinary heyday. As well as 
what we can define as learned poetry, in the sphere of prosea 
notable amount is represented by the work in the field of 
historiography: despite severe losses, we can observe the 
important phenomenon of the historiography about Alexander; 


then we meet the names of Polybius and Diodorus, and also 
those of Timaeus and Posidonius, a philosopher as well as a 
historian. The sciences enjoyed an important phase, again 
primarily in Alexandria: astronomy, mathematics, mechanics 
and medicine are the disciplines that achieve the greatests 
results. As regards oratory and rhetoric, we must lament the 
near-total loss of the Hellenistic output. Philosophy is illustrated 
by the continuation of the traditional schools but also by the 
foundation at Athens, by Epicurus and Zeno, of the schools that 
gave birth to the two major post-Aristotelian philosophies, 
Epicureanism and Stoicism. In the face of this magnificent 
productivity and the enormous influence that it exerted on late 
Republican and Imperial Roman civilisation, the size of the 
losses caused by the disappearance of the majority of Hellenistic 
literary culture cannot but leave a bitter taste. 


Tab. 1:Chronological Table of Principal Historical Events (all 
dates are B.C.). 


323 Death of Alexander the Great: struggles 
———mM—>oo'eaak Out among the Diadochi 
323-322 —Revettorrofthe Greeks against ——___—_ 


TTT Macedonia: the Lamian War 
322 (summer) i 
TOO r-—rvannNON; death Of Hyperides and 
Demosthenes; death of Aristotle 
321-316 —Second period ofstruggtes among tte — 
———_——eaaU"_"_ea@-V——Piadochi 
319 : 

— __™wMD—0©>.-0(>07T0—— st eget of the kingdom” and “stratégos 

of Europe” 
318 
-—erererereoooooeeuxe———-.--the Greeks; democratic interlude at 
Athens (death of Phocion) 
317 
ooo Phaleron begins (317-307) 
316 1aS; 

oo SSsS0«—090077 EQ SSANria and rebuilds Thebes; death 
of Eumenes Agathocles is stratégos 
autokrator (“general with full powers”) 
at Syracuse 


315 At Tyre, Antigonus is proclaimed 
————~”"“_s—critTegent of the kingdom”: repetition of 
the proclamation of Polyperchon on the 
liberty of the Greeks and counter- 
proclamation by Ptolemy 
315-311 hire War ofthe Bracocihtt 
Prt actor beetweerraArtigonus,——— 
OO oro aS and Lysimachus 


310/09 —Atexandertvand Roxane are —___— 
TT TTT Om TB Sassinated by Cassander 

310 —Tthe €arthaginarns defeat Agattoctes at — 
OO ror ETN MUM; Agathocles sails to Africa 

309/8 —Seteucus-assomes the titte “king of —— 
TTT a byloniia” 

307 —Demetrius Potorcetes at Athens end of — 
—_——.. — >> hie’ governement of Demetrius of 

Phaleron 

307-304 —Four Years War betweerr Cassander—— 
Ss. m0 ou] Demetrius Poliorcetes 

306 —Antigonus and Permetrius Potorcetes —— 


TTT rrr TSC the title OF basileus; peace 
between Carthage and Agathocles 
305/4 ; _tyst 
TT TTT st leucus likewise assume the title of 
basileus; Demetrius Poliorcetes besieges 
Rhodes 
301 (summer) —Battte ofipsus and deattrofAntigonus — 
23 tat ot tassaricto 
23.5 Bemetrizs gaits cormtrotover-atrrost tte — 


——,--ovnoooocsss eee whole of Greece, Macedonia and 


Thessaly 
289 —BeattrofAgathoctes at Syracuse, tte —— 
TTT a mertiines treacherously seize 
Messina 
288 —Pythos-anctysimrachus divide up 
mmm 106-10 (01 01) 
286/5 (winter) —Suorrenderof Bemetriusto-Seteucus t—__ 


285 : +s : : 
TT oor Ptolemy, later II Philadelphus, with 
himself on the throne 
284 i 
TTT oor hole Of Macedonia and strengthens 
his position in Greece 
283 —deattrofPermetrius Potorcetes amd —__@£|_ 
TT oor Ptolemy I 


281 —Battte of €orupedtonrandteatt-of—— 


Lysimachus 


280-275 —NititarycampatorrofPyrrtus,king-of—__ 
TTT sso irs, in defence of Tarentum and in 


Sicily against the Romans 
280 —deattrofSeteucus tat tte tand of—— 
TT oor Ptolemy Ceraunus; Ptolemy defeats 
Antigonus Gonatas, securing his 
domination of Macedonia 


279 —invastorrofthe €etts; Ptotemy Ceraunus — 
ss. 09977 HH fighting them 
ee ee eat} 


ARB Af Toot te Ets presenti centrat Greece —— 
AB mrtigorios Gortatas Ce feats tht —__— 


TTT oor TL 'Qaard Of the Celts at Lysimachia 


277 or 276 —Antigonus-Gorratas ascends te throne — 
ss. 0907 oof Macedonia 
275 —Attateverttunr tte Romans defeat _———£§{_ 


OO TT roe PT HAUS, who returns to Greece 
trerorr it STTATEG OS with fa powersat 


Syracuse 
ca. 275/4 
mmr #f eats the Celts, who settle i in the 
interior of Phrygia (Galatia) 
274-270 First Syrtarr War Ptotemy Ht against ———_ 
a mmrr0977 A tion's I 


272 —BeattrofPyrhus-Romarrcapture of — 
TTT oor Farerntum 


269 or 265/4 —Success over the Mamrertines by Hreron— 
—]!————"|’'""'" mn > tt, who assumes the title of basileus 
(until his death in 215) 


267-262 (?) —€remonideanttar-Ptotemy tt Attrers— 
1) rrr ————and Sparta against Antigonus Gonatas 
264-241 First Pumic War; Rome against Carthage — 


> 60=953 Suriarrtttar—P # f 
ee hFHS—’'™—mnmn—nn—aomum m1 tiochus II and Antigonus Gonatas 
253 (or 252) —RebetiorrofAtexander-sorroferaterus, — 


Mm. mm TBainst Antigonus Gonatas, in whose 
name he had been governing Greece 


246-241 —ThirdSyrtarrWar-or-War-of taodice. —— 
— ?\V\Ko—0X- ;z"— tolemy III against Seleucus II 
239 —BeattrofAmtigonus-Gorratas——___—£_ 


936-996 - nasttk: ett i 

22.3 Toe toratiorrof ctermocracyataAttens— 

———anr>"™yromoted by Aratus and maintained by 
the Ptolemies 


229-228 Rome's First tyrran- Wwar——_—————£ 


227 Sicily becomes a Roman province 
V3 Tmo rc FAH GT eat ascends tte —__$§£_ 
a mmrr07 thre (until 187) 

222 (or 2233 —battte of Settasta 


39544 gee - es faott 
eff wn»; trans; he is succeeded by Philip V 


(until 179) 
220-217 —Sociatwartbetweerrtte Aetotan 
———ooaann Federation and the Achaean Federation) 
219 —Second tyra War 
ea eEwet——_ peattrofeteonenes titatAtexandtta—_@£ 
219-217 —FourttrSyrarrWar-Amtiochus tit against — 
ss mr08077 POY IV 
218-201 —Secomd Punicitar 


247 we etree : 
oo swws097 Sleds at Raphia 
oo SciwWw—mno0280 PET OF NCS 


215 —Piitp vatties witht Hamibatttwar——— 
OO m0 oorceginst Rome 

215-205 —Firstittacedorian war tRome against 
rs 1-16 -16(018)(-)) 

206 —Separate peace between Pritip-yand— 
——mn»,nnnnem thee Aetolians 

205 —Peace of Proenite between Pinitip vand— 
OO Oooo > ig Romans and their respective allies 

203/202 —Secret pact betweerraAntiochas ttand— 
TT ror PH) V to divide up the possessions of 

Ptolemies 

202-200 —FifttSyrrarrWar-Amtroctus tt against —§ 
TTT ror Ptolemy V 

201 —Navatvictory-ofecoattiontedtbyaAttatrs— 
———’’wnnn oo jf Pergamum against Philip V at Chios 

200-196 —Seconcviacedontan War 


A TTT tte oF Eyrroscee pitta ce 
TTT orn fa miiniinus proclaims the autonomy of 
the Greeks who were hitherto subject to 
Macedonia 
192-188 —Rormtar=Syttart Wat 
——neoovo——tdefeated at Thermopylae by Marcus 
Acilius Glabrio in the first months of 
191) 
190/89 —Rormrarrvictory-over Antiochus ttat—__—£ 
TTT ror tagnesia ad Sipylum 


189 —Marcus-Futvius Nobittor-conguers——— 


Ambracia (peace between Rome and 
the Aetolians in the winter of 189/188) 


Ptolemy VI 


168 —Battte of Pydna-ttracedora, defeated by— 
TTT ooo RO, iS divided into four republics 
ca. 167-151 —Arouncethousand Achaea pottictars— 


———eeooeeeeeewooao——=tincluding Polybius) are handed over as 
hostages to Rome 
167-164 Antiochus ty protibits the-cattof—— 
mn “Yahweh and introduces to the Temple in 
Jerusalem the cult of Olympian Zeus: 
Jewish revolt led by Judas Maccabeus 


164-163 —Antrochus fy ties at Gabae, Ptotenty vi— 
ssss5977 KN, OF Egypt from 180) is expelled 
from Egypt 
163 —Partitorrofthe Ptotemrarckingdonr.—_—_—£_ 


ef oor Ptolemy VI and Cleopatra II receive 
Egypt and Cyprus, Ptolemy VIII receives 
Cyrene 
149-146 SFr PTO at 
eo —War 
147 ca. —Macedonrateduced toa Roman 
nn. .>nnw>n Mr 0ViNCe along with Illyria and Epirus; in 
146 also the rest of Greece, except the 
cities /iberae and immunes 


147/6 —Achaearvaranddestructior-ofe€orintht— 
———.eeeeeoo——tshortly after that of Carthage) in 146 
145 —Ptotemy Vities figiting Atexander Batas— 


EBS 6A ttotemy Vit Evergetes ting of Egypt — 
—eoe ee —tforced to abandon Alexandria from 131 
to 127) 
— —Wiithradatest-king ofthe Parthiarrs,_— 
eR eownorovwn—=—smnneexes Media, conquers Seleucia on 
the Tigris and advances to 
Mesopotamia 


134 —Amttochus Vif Sidetes Teconque4rs —__@$£_ 
TTT orororrslem 
133 —Attatus Hiking of Pergamon from 1338 — 


n>, wequeaths the kingdom to the Romans: 
revolt of Andronicus (put down in 129) 


129 —Antrochus Vitttestmivtedte fighting tre — 


Parthians: beginning of the final decline 
of the Seleucid kingdom 


121-63 —Withradates-VFEupator-king of Pontus — 

36 , ve = ; 
—_—_—_——. ao the Romans (who do not annex it until 

74) 

89-85 —arstivtithradattctttar eee 
BB ooo tr ato Of trations at Epttesus-arrctin— 
sss0_—m01010ooumuma— THEY Cities Of ASia Minor 

86 7 
oo S.«<—090977 eH [thradates, at both Chaeronea and 

Orchomenus: sack of Athens, Olympia 
and Delphi, confiscations at Epidaurus 

85 —Peace of Bardanus betweerr Sutta and —__—_ 
—onoocdccdss eee Withradates 


oo swwo0977 E}iciad_ (CONStitUted already in ca. 100) 


63 =reati ¢ : Suri 
——)09:— rv FUMpeUYy 

58 —€ypros-amrexet tothe province of —— 
ss. mr09177 Flic 

48 —Battte of Prarsatus- Pompey fees to —_@£_ 
Tro ED oT, where he is killed by Ptolemy XII 

48/7 44 


oro OO Eaesar Corinth refounded as a Roman 
colony (Laus Iulia Corinthiensis) 


34 oy sa a PF 
EO w0—n00o rn territories among the members of the 
royal family 
31 (2 September) —BattteofActiom-the Romarrtteet——_ 


ss. moemm=nm fn feats the Egyptian fleet 
30 7 
oo sssss09HFECOMES a Roman province 


II Theatre 


1 The New Comedy and Menander 


1.1 Hellenistic society and New Comedy 


The characteristic features of comic theatre in the Hellenistic 
Age, which was called “New” Comedy (nea) already by the 
Alexandrian grammarians, were shaped by important political 
and cultural phenomena distinctive to the period. These 
included the consequences that arose when the centuries-old 
setting of the Greek poleis was profoundly altered first by the 
establishment of Macedonian power and then, especially, by its 
dismemberment into the Hellenistic kingdoms, with their very 
different state-formations. The centre of theatrical production 
and performance remained Athens, but the expansion of the 
form of the state from city to kingdom favoured the expansion 
also of theatre well beyond Attica and the strictly Greek region. 
On the other hand, when the ancient autonomy typical of the 
Greek city-states disappeared, sacrificed to the logic of the much 
larger territorial state with its centralisation of political and 
decision-making power in the hands of a monarch and a 
consequent drastic reduction of freedom of expression and 
criticism, comic playwrights and their audiences lost a near- 
inexhaustible resource: the topics and inspirations provided by a 
busy day-to-day city life and fierce civic polemics, which had 
given Old Comedy its irresistible force and its direct connection 
to current affairs. And that is even before we reckon with the 
fact that the dissolution of citizen sovereignty, in particular in 
those poleis that had been governed by democratic regimes, 
ended a characteristic component of their theatre, namely 
collective participation in the productions and performances, 
the most emblematic expression of which was the composition 
of the dramatic chorus out of popular and non-professional 
performers. Now the chorus lost its importance and was 
reduced to a corps of dancers engaged to “fill” the intervals 
between acts of the dramas. 

The ventures of Alexander in the East opened up 
geographical and cultural horizons that had previously been 


unthinkable and this brought a significant change in the 
fundamental coordinates of the collective imagination: man, 
society, economy, politics, all ceased to be identified with the 
familiar, limited space of the polis and its chéra and gradually 
took on the associations - none too clear nor entirely 
controllable - of a much larger and less familiar world with 
different and less predictable features. In consequence, 
traditional systems of value and established certainties came to 
be debated and compared, due to the increased variety of 
cultural experiences that could now be encountered. While the 
citizens’ horizons now spanned a generally more cosmopolitan 
world, this was counterbalanced by a greater individualism, the 
sense that the individual spoke for himself and not for a 
community, that the addressees of his message were other 
individuals, rather than a community as a whole. 

These reflections are very relevant to Menander, whose 
theatrical career began in 321, just two years after the death of 
Alexander, but who is already a good example of the changed 
atmosphere and sensibility: his work reveals a personality far 
removed from the experience of the classical polis which had 
nourished the theatre of Aristophanes and he displays no - or at 
least very limited - involvement in the political and social events 
that his city was undergoing. 

The comic playwrights active in this period adopted and 
brought to maturity deep changes in themes and dramaturgy, 
the roots of which can be identified already in the last surviving 
works of Aristophanes himself (who died around 385 B.C.) and 
which were developed in the Middle Comedy (cf. The Classical 
Age VI 2.3). Typical characteristics are: a preference for plots 
inspired by private life, introducing characters drawn from the 
world of the middle or lower social classes (country people, 
artisans, slaves, hetairai), alongside the mythological motifs that 
continued to appear, often as parody; and a tendency towards 
fixed characters in masks that were to some degree 
stereotyped, using conventional traits to represent human types 
from various spheres of social life, such as trades and 
professions. The comic hero, who had been enough in himself to 


fill Aristophanes’ theatre, is dissolved into a series of characters 
drawn from everyday life and presented in the private sphere of 
family and individual bonds. The stories concern everyday facts, 
as people fend off the blows of fate, moved by a sense of human 
solidarity. For that reason it has been called, more or less aptly, 
“bourgeois comedy.” These aspects are echoed in the 
contemporary literary theories of Aristotle and his pupils, as 
Uiunots pavaAotepwy, that is, “imitation of modest situations (or 
persons),” and in the Aristotelian definition of comedy in the 
Poetics (5, 1449a 32). The interest in human types and the ethical 
characterisation of individuals that forms the basis of the 
characters in comedy is echoed in the collection of Characters by 
Theophrastus, a pupil of Aristotle and his successor as the 
leader of the Peripatetic school (cf. The Classical Age XIII 3.8). 


1.2 The authors of New Comedy 


Compared to Middle Comedy, of which we know only some 
fragments of limited size, in the case of the nea (véa) we areina 
much better position. As well as numerous short fragments, 
preserved for the most part in quotations by later authors, some 
fortunate papyrus discoveries have made it possible to recover 
large parts of the comedies of Menander, which are hence 
known to us through a quite ancient direct tradition, as will be 
discussed in the next section. Fate has not been as kind (so far 
at least) to the other comic playwrights contemporary to or a 
little later than Menander. Their works are known only in a 
fragmentary form that makes it impossible to gain a clear sense 
of them. The habit of calling them “minor” should hence be 
understood as describing the limits of our knowledge and not as 
a reductive assessment of their work. Here more than ever it is 
the accident of papyrus finds that determines the limits of our 
knowledge: no author of Middle or New Comedy survived the 
medieval period to be transmitted through the Byzantine 
manuscripts. Playwrights earlier than Menander include 
Philemon and Diphilus, later than him were Apollodorus of 
Carystus and Machon. 


Born perhaps at Syracuse but established as an active comic 
playwright at Athens, Philemon (360-263 B.C. ca.) composed 
around a hundred plays, with a chronology that places some of 
them as still part of Middle Comedy. Some of his plays were 
used as models by the Latin playwright Plautus: Emporos (The 
Merchant) as model for the Latin homonym Mercator, Phasma 
(The Apparition) for Mostellaria (The Ghost), The-sauros (Treasure) 
for Trinummus (Three coins). 

A contemporary of Philemon, and like him the author of 
comedies used as models by Plautus, was Diphilus, originally 
from Sinope on the Black Sea. He too lived for a long period at 
Athens, then moved to Asia Minor, where he died in the early 
years of the third century B.C. Among the roughly one hundred 
titles attributed to him, many reflect the choices of the poets of 
Middle Comedy: as well as mythological themes, what stands 
out are the plays inspired by “types” and stylised figures from 
the professional world, such as the merchant. 

From the generation after Menander, Apollodorus, born at 
Carystus on the island of Euboea, composed comedies that 
provided inspiration for the Latin comic playwright Terence: 
Epidikazomenos (Claimant) was the model for Terence’s Phormio, 
while his Hecyra (Mother-in-law) was model for the play of that 
name by Terence. 

We should briefly note Machon, a native of Corinth or Sicyon 
who lived in the third century B.C. and who, unlike the authors 
considered so far, worked at Alexandria, bringing to the 
Ptolemaic capital the forms and themes of New Comedy. It is 
said that he turned the attention of the Alexandrian grammarian 
Aristophanes of Byzantium towards the study of comedy (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age III 2.2). 


1.3 Menander: historical context and biographical notices 


There are few records of Menander’s life. He was born into a 
noble family at Athens (in the deme of Cephisia) and lived in the 
troubled years when the city lost its political autonomy through 
the establishment of Macedonian domination and when 


profound social and political upheavals permanently changed 
the character of the city from that of the Classical Era. A few 
years after Menander’s birth, which occurred in 342 or 341 
(depending on the source), the famous battle of Chaeronea took 
place (in 338), at which Philip of Macedonia in reality took 
control of Greece, despite allowing the cities a semblance of 
autonomy. For a while the regime led by the orator Lycurgus 
(338-326) attempted to resurrect Athens’ fortunes, but when, at 
the death of Alexander the Great (323), the Athenians attempted 
an open rebellion against Macedonia and were defeated, the 
domination of Antipater, general and successor of Alexander in 
Macedonia, became more oppressive and more obvious. 

According to an ancient report, Alexis, a comic playwright of 
Middle Comedy (cf. The Classical Age VI 2.4), was Menander’s 
teacher. Menander himself began his career at the Lenaea 
contest in 321 with a comedy entitled Anger, which won the 
prize; he was victorious again at the Lenaea in 316 with Dyskolos 
(The Peevish Fellow); his first victory at the Dionysia was in 315, 
but we do not know what the play was in that case. In total, he 
was victorious in the competitions only eight times. 

After the death of Antipater in 319 Athens rebelled against 
the regent of Macedonia and Greece, but the revolt was put 
down very swiftly by Antipater’s successor, his son Cassander, 
who entrusted the government of the city to Demetrius of 
Phaleron, a cultivated and scholarly man who had trained in the 
Peripatetic school. Demetrius established an oligarchic regime 
and based his political activity (317-307) on support for and 
consolidation of the middle class, which Aristotelian political 
thought identified as a stabilising element. The sources report 
that Menander too was trained in the Peripatos, at the time 
when it was directed by Theophrastus (but this report is not 
certain), and that he enjoyed the friendship of Demetrius. Some 
sources speak of a friendship between him and Epicurus, who 
was his exact contemporary (born in 341) and who settled in 
Athens around 307. 

When in 307 Athens was stormed by Demetrius Poliorcetes 
(the son of Antigonus Monophthalmos), Demetrius of Phaleron 


fled and a political trial was launched against Menander, but he 
managed to avoid condemnation, apparently thanks to the 
intervention of a friend who was related to Poliorcetes. In 301 
Antigonus Monophthal-mos and Demetrius Poliorcetes were 
confronted and defeated in battle at Ipsus by the army led by 
the Macedonians. Athens seized the chance to rebel again, but 
Poliorcetes managed to storm the city and overpower it in 294. 
Menander died around 290, a little over 50 years of age. In what 
survives of his plays, there is no hint (or very scarce and hidden) 
of the eventful political developments in his city which he 
witnessed and in which he was involved, if only indirectly: Attic 
comedy was already striking out on paths quite different from 
the Aristophanic immersion in political events. 


1.3.1 The transmission of the comedies 


Despite being the author of over a hundred comedies (105 or 
109, according to the sources), Menander managed to be 
successful in the dramatic contests only eight times. Yet his 
theatrical works enjoyed a significant and fertile success among 
the Romans (the greatest Latin comic playwrights Plautus and 
especially Terence drew on his plots) and up to the beginning of 
the Middle Ages they enjoyed great favour among the reading 
public: after Homer, Menander is the author for whom we have 
the greatest number of surviving papyri, a sign of the wide 
circulation of copies of his works. Strangely, however, his plays 
did not make it through the selection made in the Byzantine Era. 
They stopped being copied and were forgotten, and so until just 
a few decades ago we had no more than the meagre fragments 
that have been transmitted through the indirect tradition. Aside 
from these, all that has been transmitted through the 
manuscripts is a collection of 877 maxims in iambic trimeters, 
each of a single verse and therefore known as yv@uat 
Uovoottxot (gnémai monostichoi, “single-line maxims”). The 
collection was assembled in the Roman period by excerpting 
single lines from the comedies of Menander and, in part, from 


other dramatic poets, following criteria of anthologisation that 
aimed to extract the moral pith of an author’s work. 

Our knowledge of Menander’s plays, which is by now quite 
good, thus does not depend on the testimony of medieval 
manuscripts, aside from a recent discovery. In a Syriac 
manuscript of the ninth century, preserved at the Vatican Library 
(Vat. sir. 623), some palimpsest folios have been identified that 
originally belonged to an older Greek manuscript (fourth 
century A.D.), in which many lines of the Dyskolos can be read 
and of another, otherwise unknown comedy, which may be 
identifiable as Titthé, “the wetnurse” (in 2021 the text is still in 
the process of publication). Aside from this exceptional case, the 
works of Menander, too, as in the case of Bacchylides, Aristotle’s 
Athenian Constitution and many other authors, offer a dazzling 
example of the successes that can be achieved by papyrological 
research, which recovered and identified large parts of several 
comedies and many fragments of others in the course of the 
twentieth century. Recent discoveries have recovered and 
continue to recover large sections of text, which have been 
established thanks to four major finds: 

Parts of five comedies are preserved in the pages of a 
papyrus codex of the latter part of the fifth century A.D., found 
in 1905 in Cairo and published two years later (P. Cair. 43227): 
Heros (The Guardian Spirit, around a hundred of the opening 
lines), Epitrepontes (Men at Arbitration, more than 700 lines), 
Perikeiromené (The Girl with Her Hair Cut Short, around 320 lines), 
Samia (The Woman from Samos, around 350 lines); and 64 lines 
from a fifth comedy of unknown title. 


The papyrus leaves of a codex of the third or fourth 
century A.D., part of the private collection of the Swiss 
collector Bodmer and published in 1959 and 1969, have 
allowed us to expand our knowledge of Samia (P. Bodmer 
XXV), from which 737 lines are so far known (the play will 
have included in total of around 900 lines), and have 
restored almost the whole of Dyskolos (The Peevish Fellow, 


P. Bodmer IV) and in fragmentary form Aspis (The Shield, 
P. Bodmer XXV1), of which part of the prologue was 
already known (though it had not been identified as 
such) thanks to a parchment preserved in Florence 
(Comoedia Florentina, PSI 126). 

The cartonnage of an Egyptian mummy (that is, the outer 
cover of the mummy, which was made out of sheets of 
papyrus pressed together, like papier maché) found in a 
village in the Fayum, treated and partly unravelled in 
1906 and then again in 1962-1963, provides us with 
around half of the Sicy6nios (The Sicyonian, 470 lines); the 
papyrus fragments are dated to the second half of the 
third century B.C., and so to a period quite close to that 
of the author. 

Finally, a papyrus from Oxyrhynchus of the fourth 
century A.D., published in 1968 (P. Oxy. 2656), has 
restored around 300 lines of the comedy Misoumenos 
(The Hated Man); a roughly similar number of lines from 
this play are also known from a group of other, smaller 
fragments. 


Thus in the past century thousands of lines once lost have come 
to light again and have enormously enriched the meagre 
testimonies from the indirect tradition. The play Dyskolos (which 
is also the earliest among the surviving comedies and the only 
one for which we know the date of its performance: 316 B.C.) is 
completely known; of Epitrepontes we have more than 900 lines 
and more than 700 from the Samia have reemerged from the 
desert sands. 

Of other comedies we have a number of lines that is not 
negligeable but insufficient to reconstruct their plot adequately 
or to fully evaluate their dramatic characteristics. We have 
around 196 lines of a comedy that can be identified as the Titthé 
(Wetnurse, see above), in which we read of a “young woman” 
(vUugn), a “child” (TratSiov) and an “old woman” (ypadc) in 


reference to a childbirth, perhaps connected to a violent 
episode; 150 lines of Gedrgos (The Farmer), around 120 of Colax 
(The Fawner), around a hundred each from Dis exapatén (Twice a 
Swindler), Phasma (The Apparition) and Citharistés (The Lyre 
Player); about fifty lines each remain of Carchédonios (The Man 
from Carthage) and Theophoroumené (The Demoniac Girl). More 
often we must be content with little more than the title, though 
from that alone it is possible to derive some useful information 
on the repertoire of themes and characters represented. Among 
the known titles, we may note those based on a dramatic 
character-type (such as The Misogynist and The Superstitious 
Man), those drawn from the world of the professions (such as 
The Porter, The Fisherman, The Helmsman), those that mention 
stage-characters (Women drinking hemlock; or Thais, Glykera, 
names of well-known prostitutes) or an object (such as The 
Necklace) that must have been at the heart of the action. Also 
typical are titles that express family relations (for example The 
Brothers, Cousins, The Twins) or a character's geographical origin 
(Woman from Andros, The Girl from Perinthus, Locrians, and 
others). 


1.3.2 Menander’s dramaturgy 


This striking increase in the available witnesses makes it 
possible to give a fairly well documented outline of the 
distinctive characteristics of Menander’s theatre. 

At the level of dramaturgical structure, we find some 
significant differences from Attic “Old” Comedy. A different 
function is assigned to the prologue, which is sometimes placed 
after the presentation of the characters or even after the first 
scene (in the Aspis). As had already happened in some of 
Euripides’ tragedies, the prologue ceases to be a true act of the 
drama, that is, one characterised by action, and becomes fixed 
in the function of providing scene-setting information and 
presenting the characters. The spectators are told of the crucial 
issue in the events presented and, not infrequently, they are put 


in a position to guess what will happen and how the plot will be 
resolved. The role of the chorus has been scaled down 
emphatically: there are no longer any choral sections, which in 
Old Comedy had featured text, music and dance; the episodes 
(the number of which seems to have settled at five) are 
separated by intermezzi of pure entertainment, signalled in the 
manuscripts by the stage-direction yopoO (scil. uEpoc: “(part) of 
the chorus,” “choral intermezzo”), of which nothing at all 
survives. 

At the level of the system of characters and the plot, as has 
already been noted, “New” Comedy favours themes inspired by 
recurring, everyday situations from society and private and 
family life, though at times with problematic conflicts. The plots 
are realistic in type, as was emphasised already in antiquity (as 
attested by the comment attributed to the grammarian 
Aristophanes of Byzantium: W Mévavdpe kai Bie, MOtEPOG Gp’ 
UUGv TIOTEPOV ATtEULNoato; “O Menander, o life: which of you 
two imitated the other?”). The characters are drawn from the 
real world, from the middle class of artisans and country people 
of modest position (but not the lowest social class), within their 
social environment, which included slaves and hetairai, and they 
carry out roles that are essentially conventional, adopting the 
traits of fairly fixed “types” or “characters”: the young man in 
love, the young woman seduced, the clever slave, the stingy and 
cantankerous old man, and so on. 

The central nucleus as well as secondary parts of the plot 
quite often concern a situation of flawed love: a young woman 
has been raped and has given birth to a child without knowing 
the father; two lovers want to marry but encounter obstacles 
that seem insuperable; an old man crushes the dreams of a 
young woman by aiming to marry her. The resolution of the 
events is always happy and reaches its fulfilment thanks to a 
coup de thédtre (generally a “recognition,” avayvwpLoyos, 
anagn6rismos) that makes it possible to re-establish a balance 
that meets fair and appropriate aspirations: the raped woman 
discovers the identity of the supposed and repentant rapist, 
identifying him with someone with whom she was already in 


love, and marries him willingly and gladly; the two parted lovers 
can finally meet and be united in marriage; the old man in love 
backs off from his rash marriage proposals and permits the 
young woman to realise her own dreams of love. The drama 
often concludes with the celebration of a marriage party or the 
return of family harmony and peaceable relations between 
people. 

Behind this frequent recurrence of themes concerning the 
family one can easily discern the strong desire for normality that 
must have characterised Athenian society, which was pervaded 
by a crisis in family relations (signalled also indirectly by the 
situations in which two characters tied by bonds of blood or 
shared experience are unaware of that fact, making necessary a 
recognition scene). Sociological studies on this topic have been 
made, which identified the root of this recurring choice of theme 
in the dramatic social phenomenon of single mothers - their 
guardianship was evidently problematic due to the subaltern 
role of women - and, further, in the exposure of infants, often 
the result of extra-marital relations. These two phenomena 
profoundly altered the social system supporting the weaker 
groups in society (women and children, in particular), a system 
that had been guaranteed by the nuclear family. 

A strong sense of the decisive importance of chance (tUxn, 
tyché) in human affairs is likewise symptomatic of the 
atmosphere of insecurity that characterised Menander’s times, 
given the succession of political troubles that we have noted. 
The irrational sequences of events and actions driven by chance, 
often inscrutable and beyond the range of the limited human 
capacity for foresight, are a source of confusions and 
misunderstandings of every kind, until it produces unexpected 
results and sudden turns of events, sometimes fortunate, 
sometimes disastrous. The individual seeks support and 
friendship in other individuals: the world of Menander is 
pervaded by the sense of human solidarity. The fact that life is a 
plaything of an unfathomable fate favours the idea of the 
impossibility of correctly interpreting events and of the vanity of 
any attempt to discern their significance, foresee their result or 


influence them. What seems like a stroke of luck may be 
transformed into a misfortune, just as an apparent disgrace may 
be revealed to be a source of happiness. Similarly, an action 
taken for a good purpose often generates an effect opposite to 
the intention, while a wicked action may turn out well in an 
unhoped-for way. 

One of the typical situations that expresses this lack of faith 
in the possibility of reading reality correctly at the moment it is 
occurring - postponing the cognitive act to the “afterwards” and 
SO qualifying it as “recognition” — is the circumstance by which a 
young man and young woman, linked by a dramatic personal 
experience (often a rape perpetrated by the young man during 
an encounter at night), end up meeting by accident and, not 
recognising each other, fall in love and get married. Only a 
chance circumstance leads to their reciprocal recognition 
(QvayvwpLoyds) and to forgiveness for the crime. 

The typical ending with a marriage celebration, then, is 
notably different from the k@poc (kémos) of Old Comedy. In the 
latter case the festive and enjoyable procession fulfils the 
function (a ritual one, in a certain sense) of giving a final outlet 
to the many different comic tensions expressed by the quick 
succession of jokes and coups de thédtre. In Menander’s comedy, 
weddings occur as a coherent result of the parted lovers’ story, 
whose meeting again is the worthy and inescapable happy end 
of the drama that has been presented, the expression of the 
proper social order’s reconstitution. 

In conclusion, the distance of Menandrean comedy from 
that of Aristophanes and from Old Comedy in general is clear. 
Times had changed, and the biting and mocking aggression 
with which the author, through the protagonists on the stage 
and thanks to the sharp jokes, turns his barbs on contemporary 
society, evoking uncontrollable laughter from the spectators, 
had passed away. The theatre of Menander has a more uniform 
approach and a more reflective character. It suggests and 
mirrors back a precise ethical vision of the world, in the face of 
which a certain melancholy outweighs laughter and 
presumptuous self-assurance. Politics and the grand themes of 


existence are remote, while friendship, understanding and 
human solidarity are the deep values that sustain the drama. 


1.3.3 The better-preserved comedies 


In reconstructing the plot of the more lacunose among the 
better preserved plays, we are helped by the indirect tradition, 
the known prologues of the comedies themselves and, in the 
case of the Herés, from a hypothesis that precedes the text of the 
comedy in the papyrus that transmits the beginning of the play. 

Dyskolos or Misanthrépos. Literally the title Dyskolos means 
“difficult, intractable (in character)” (whence the translation The 
Peevish Fellow), referring to the protagonist, an old man who 
stands in the way of the love for his daughter felt by Sostratos. 
Only an unexpected moment of need will make him aware of 
the value of disinterested human relations and emotions and 
will transform him into a less gruff and more understanding 
person. This is the only comedy that we possess in its entirety. It 
was performed in 316 and is the earliest of those that are better 
preserved. 


Sostratos has fallen in love with a country woman whom 
he saw during a hunting party and he aims to win her, but 
all his attempts are thwarted by Knemon, the elderly and 
cantankerous (dyskolos) father of the girl, whom he is 
unable to get close to despite the help of Gorgias, 
Knemon’s stepson. Knemon has sent away his wife and 
lives alone with his daughter and her nurse. The old man 
demonstrates his own rough temper when the mother of 
Sostratos arrives for a sacrifice near a little temple of Pan 
located close to his house. The cooks employed for the 
ritual meal call on him to ask to borrow a pot and are 
rudely chased away. The turning-point occurs when the 
old man, in the attempt to recover an amphora that has 
dropped into a well, falls down the well himself and, in 
order not to drown, has to ask for help from Gorgias and 
Sostratos, who pull him to safety. Reformed thanks to this 
episode, the old man shows his change of heart and his 


gratitude to the two young men: he gives his possessions 
to Gorgias, entrusts to him the task of finding a husband 
for his daughter, and shuts himself up in solitude. Gorgias 
gains the hand of Sostratos’ sister and Sostratos can finally 
marry Knemon’s daughter. Knemon himself is tricked into 
taking part in the marriage. 


Perikeiromené. The title, The Girl with Her Hair Cut Short, alludes to 
a specific situation and character in the play: the young Glykera, 
whose head is shorn by a jealous lover (perikeiromené means 
“shaved down to nothing”) as an exemplary punishment for a 
cheating kiss. On the basis of a supposed historical allusion, the 
play is thought to be later than 314, but this is far from certain. 
There are major lacunae in what survives, but the plot can easily 
be reconstructed. 


As we learn from the prologue, recited by Agnoia (the 
personification of Ignorance), an old woman had found 
two exposed newborn infants, Moschion and Glykera. She 
kept the girl in her own home and entrusted the boy to 
Myrrhine, a rich lady who is her neighbour. When Glykera 
grew old enough, the old woman told her the 
circumstances in which she and her brother were found. 
Then, before she dies, she entrusts her to the soldier 
Polemon. One evening, Moschion, drunk, came up to the 
girl and, unaware that he was her brother, kissed her. In 
order not to offend the young man, she did not withdraw 
from the kiss. Polemon, seized by jealousy, punishes 
Glykera by cutting off her hair. The girl seeks refuge in the 
house of Myrrhine, and Polemon aims to force her to 
return with him. A mutual friend, Pataikos, offers to 
mediate between the two. During the negotiations, which 
are heading for failure, out of the house are thrown the 
objects with which the two siblings had been exposed as 
infants, and so Pataikos recognises the two young people 
as his children. Moschion, learning that Glykera is his 
sister, renounces a love that would be unnatural. The play 
concludes with the reconciliation of Polemon and Glykera, 
while Pataikos promises a new fiancée for Moschion. 


Aspis. We do not know the date of performance of the play 
entitled The Shield. It is certainly later than Dyskolos and is close 
to Perikeiromené, which is believed to date after 314. In The Shield 
the ineluctable and unfathomable action of personified Tyche 
(Chance) forms a framework for the motif of love pursued by 
two young people but thwarted by the intentions of a rapacious 
old man; this is opposed by the scheming of a loyal slave who 
promotes the well-being and interests of his own master. Tyche 
causes it to be believed that Kleostratos has fallen in battle, 
making it attractive for the old man Smikrines to seek marriage 
to Kleostratos’ sister. This intricate web of human actions and 
intrigues is frustrated when, in the finale, Kleostratos returns to 
the scene alive and well, demonstrating how it rested on illusory 
and deceitful assumptions. 


The slave Daos comes home from the war with a rich 
booty but without his master Kleostratos, whose shield he 
brings back: he had found it beside a disfigured corpse, 
which he believed must have been that of his master. At 
this point Tyche enters the scene, and we learn from her 
that in reality it was not the body of Kleostratos, who was 
taken captive and is destined to return. Tyche then 
presents the characters of the play and introduces the 
development of the action. When setting off for the war, 
Kleostratos had entrusted his sister to their uncle 
Chairestratos, who is now thinking of giving her in 
marriage to his stepson Chaireas; but the elder brother of 
Chairestratos, the mean old man Smikrines, wishing to 
gain possession of the wealthy booty brought back by 
Daos, makes the proposal that he, rather than Chaireas, 
should marry the young woman instead. The loyal Daos, 
understanding the intentions of the old miser, suggests to 
Chairestratos that he pretend to die, so that Smikrines, 
attracted by his brother’s wealth, will redirect his marriage 
interests towards his niece, Chairestratos’ daughter: in this 
way, once the marriage between Chaireas and the sister of 
Kleostratos is concluded, the reappearance of 
Chairestratos will cock a snook at Smikrines. In the finale, 
the slave's plan succeeds, and to the wedding of Chaireas 


is now added the wedding of the returned Kleostratos to 
the daughter of Chairestratos. 


Samia. The plot of this comedy is based on an unexpected 
pregnancy and on the misunderstandings that follow from it. 
The title, Woman from Samos, refers to the active protagonist of 
the action: her initiative, based on good intentions, is 
unexpectedly the cause of a misunderstanding, to the point that 
she, though entirely blameless, is treated as a vile adulteress 
and is chased out of the house. There are two views on the 
chronological position of the play: some believe it to be a 
juvenile work, others see in it a level of dramatic skill that 
indicates the playwright’s maturity. 


The young man Moschion is the adoptive son of the old 
man Demeas, who lives with a concubine who originally 
came from Samos, the prostitute Chrysis. During Demeas’ 
absence, Moschion has seduced the girl Plangon, daughter 
of the nextdoor neighbour, and has had a son, but he has 
said nothing about it to his father. To deflect Demeas’ 
anger at Moschion, Chrysis pretends that the little boy is 
her child and the old man receives this news with ill 
temper, since he is afraid he will have to marry her. 
Although Demeas agrees with the neighbour that 
Moschion and Plangon will marry, he is seized by the 
suspicion that the father of the child is Moschion, becomes 
convinced that Chrysis has cheated on him with his son 
and chases her out of the house. When Demeas finally 
discovers the whole truth, the misunderstandings and 
confusions come to an end: Chrysis returns to Demeas, 
Moschion can marry his beloved Plangon and reclaim his 
son. 


Epitrepontes. This play is traditionally assigned a date later than 
304, i.e. the period of Menander’s maturity. It takes its title 
(literally, “appellants,” normally rendered as Men at Arbitration) 
from the two characters who appeal to the judgment of a third 
character, so that he may decide who shall keep the tokens that 


were found alongside an exposed newborn infant. Skilful 
combinations characterise the complex plot of this play, in which 
chance meetings and accidental circumstances (alongside all the 
typical elements of the repertoire: violence, rape, marriage, 
infant exposure, misreadings, recognition, repentance and 
forgiveness) strew with misunderstandings the tortuous path of 
the protagonists towards their reciprocal recognition and 
reconciliation. 


Charisios raped Pamphile during a nocturnal festival. At 
the moment of the attack, the young woman tore a ring 
from his finger. Some time later the two of them, without 
recognising each other, marry each other. When the 
young man is away for a while, Pamphile gives birth to the 
child conceived by the rape and has it exposed along with 
some symbolic tokens, including the ring. The slave 
Onesimus informs Charisios of this event, and the latter, 
believing that his wife has cheated on him, leaves her and, 
in order to forget her, abandons himself to dissolute living 
in the company of the hetaira Habrotonon. The child, in the 
meantime, has been found by a shepherd, who passed it 
on to a charcoal-burner. However, the two of them quarrel 
over who should keep the tokens. While they are 
discussing this, they happen to pass in front of the house 
of Charisios and run into the father of Pamphile, who has 
come to find his son-in-law. They ask him to be the judge 
of the question and he decides that the tokens should go 
to whoever takes the child. Onesimus, the slave of 
Charisios, meets the charcoal-burner and recognises the 
ring. He persuades him to lend him it and wants to show it 
to his master, but is too scared. When the charcoal-burner 
asks for the return of the ring, the hetaira Habrotonon, 
who has been present during this scene, guesses what has 
happened. When the hetaira realises that Pamphile is the 
young woman raped by Charisios, it becomes clear that 
the child is the son born out of this relation. Charisios, who 
even before the recognition had repented of his 
abandonment of Pamphile, is now very happy to restore 
unity to the family. 


Heros. The title of the comedy - which can be rendered as The 
Guardian Spirit - most probably derives from the guardian 
genius of the two young co-protagonists, who was probably 
given the part of reciting the prologue. As well as around a 
hundred lines of the text, we are helped in the reconstruction by 
a metrical hypothesis in twelve line of iambic verse. Violence 
against women, exposure of newborn infants and a resolution in 
a recognition scene are the stock ingredients of the play. 


A young man, Laches, has raped Myrrhine, who has then 
given birth to a twin son and daughter, Gorgias and 
Plangon. The girl entrusted the twins to a herdsman and, 
some time later, married Laches, without knowing that it is 
he who made her pregnant. On the death of the 
herdsman, in order to settle a debt of his, Gorgias and 
Plangon, by now youths, go into service in Laches’ house. 
Plangon is raped by a neighbour and becomes pregnant; 
she is to become the wife of a slave who wants to take her, 
until Laches recognises the two youths as his children. The 
marriage of Plangon with the man who raped her 
concludes the play. 


SicyOnios or Sicydnioi. The theme of the disappearance of 
beloved persons, whose return takes place in the finale (this too 
a kind of “recognition” at the symbolic level) recurs also in The 
Sicyonian or, according to more recent studies, The Sycionians. 
The young daughter and a loyal slave of the old man Kichesias 
are kidnapped from him and sold in Caria to a wealthy soldier 
from Sicyon. After various reversals, in the finale the old man 
rediscovers his daughter and the play concludes with a wedding 
between the girl and the soldier. 

Misoumenos. The title, The Hated Man, alludes to the play’s 
protagonist, who is in love with a girl who hates him. The soldier 
Thrasonides is in love with the girl who belongs to him, perhaps 
because she is his prisoner; but his love is not returned, since 
she hates him (hence the title of the play). Despite this, he does 
not disrespect her. In the finale the young woman rediscovers 


her father and probably marries Thrasonides. 
1.3.4 The poetic and moral world of Menander 


By reconstructing the plots of Menander’s works, we can see 
how political comedy was transformed into an ethical drama 
centred on family themes. With the fading of the lively social 
outlook of the polis, which in its political and economic self- 
sufficiency could be identified with the world itself, the 
playwright’s goal has dropped in depth, focusing on more 
intimate and private realities. Family, the smallest unit placed at 
the basis of society, is a microcosm open to the risks of 
dissolution. A preoccupation that emerges with urgency is how 
to maintain this small world, a task that requires sincere and 
constructive attitudes on the part of individuals. In Menander’s 
comedy there are no characters that are intimately or 
definitively compromised by wickedness or who cannot be 
redeemed into a positive role. The moral evolution of the 
dyskolos - “peevish” - old man, a genuinely existential journey of 
“conversion,” can stand for this idea of the role of individuals in 
society, which is expressed also through the positively connoted 
efforts of characters commonly confined to the margins of 
traditional ethics and excluded from paradigmatically positive 
roles: the hetaira Habrotonon, whose disinterested generosity 
gives rise to the happy ending of events in Epitrepontes; the 
woman from Samos, a foreigner and a prostitute, who is ready 
to take a risk herself to cover up for the profligate son of 
Demeas; the slave Daos, who in Aspis does not flag in his 
determined pursuit of the well-being of his master, even though 
he believes him to be dead; the slave Onesimos, again in 
Epitrepontes, torn between the desire to tell his master that the 
infant is his son and the thought of the additional suffering that 
will afflict the unfortunate Pamphile. 

The characters’ readiness to be constructive and show 
solidarity is confirmed in attitudes of trust/distrust. Although 
often the action begins from the disappearance of a relation of 


trust between a couple (Epitrepontes, Samia, Perikeiromené), this 
occurs through false evidence of guilt. As soon as the belief 
prompted by appearances dissolves when the truth is revealed, 
the person thought to have been offended is quick to restore 
the balance that had been disrupted. In fact often - and in a way 
quite significant for the constructive attitude assigned to the 
characters - the person who thought he was offended changes 
his interior attitude to a state of comprehensive forgiveness and 
readiness to pardon and reconcile, even before the truth has 
been discovered (such as Charisios in Epitrepontes and Polemon 
in Perikeiromené). The initial trust that had been breached by the 
misleading appearance of the facts is reconstituted, with the 
help of the unknowable intervention of Tyche, when the real 
situation is discovered to be less serious than had been feared 
and, even before this, through the ethical gain of 
comprehensive forgiveness for the errors of those held dear. 
Love, friendship and solidarity are the main ethical values of the 
Menandrean world. Appearance and reality, distrust and trust, 
misunderstanding and understanding, resentment and 
reconciliation are the extreme poles from which the dramatic 
plots take their form, plots that the characters face with the 
reasonable good sense of the common man, the non-hero. 


1.3.5 Language and style 


In Menander’s language we See in action the progressive 
simplification of the Attic dialect, at both the morphological level 
(with the ever rarer use of the optative and disappearance of the 
dual) and the lexical level (semantic variations and neologisms). 
These changes, favoured by the expansion of the Greek 
language in the Mediterranean area, would come to define the 
form of the koiné dialektos (cf. The Hellenistic Age 1 3). The style is 
kept consistently at a medium tone, without ever indulging in 
either colloquial forms or poetic echoes. In this way very 
different from Old Comedy, the New Comedy thus reflects the 
values of the middle class also in its chosen form of expression, 


being neither over-elaborate nor excessive or shouted. 
1.3.6 Reception 


As happened with other authors of New Comedy, the plays of 
Menander too were models for Latin comedies. Plautus drew on 
them for plays including Stichus, Bacchides (The Two Bacchises, 
which we can compare to the roughly hundred lines that survive 
from Twice a Swindler), Cistellaria (The Casket Comedy) and 
Aulularia (The Pot of Gold, which has points of contact with 
Dyskolos). Terence, with his characteristic procedure of 
combining episodes and situations inspired by different plays by 
Greek authors, took ideas, for example, from Epitrepontes for 
Hecyra and from other comedies for Heautontimoroumenos (The 
Self-Tormentor), Eunuchus (The Eunuch), Adelphoe (The Brothers) 
and Andria (The Woman of Andros). As we have noted, the large 
number of papyri found attest that the comedies of Menander 
enjoyed a certain success with readers throughout the whole of 
antiquity, up to the beginning of the Middle Ages, when they 
met their fate of falling into obscurity. They emerged from it 
only around the middle of the last century, the moment of the 
most important discoveries. 


2 Tragedy and phlyax 


2.1 Tragedy between heritage and new developments 


In the course of the Hellenistic Age tragic drama was affected by 
transformations even more profound than those met by 
comedy. The context changed for commissioning, producing 
and performing tragedies and now they received particular 
support from rulers and tyrants keen to add lustre to their own 
names and courts. A distinctive aspect of this period was the 
practice of staging re-runs of the fifth-century tragic repertoire. 
Everywhere, productions flourished of the plays of Euripides, 


especially, but also those of Aeschylus and Sophocles, which 
were recognised as the masterpieces of the era of Athens’ 
greatest brilliance. Yet this included interventions - often grave 
ones - to modify the text with solutions to the staging or 
direction prompted by the pursuit of spectacular effects. There 
was a deep change, compared to classical tragedy, in the 
aesthetic taste of the performances: the pedagogical and 
intellectual values that tragedy had held in Athenian society of 
the fifth and fourth centuries were lost and it became a genre of 
mere entertainment, in which the public sought and found an 
occasion for astonishment and wonder. 

For this reason, the text and the message that the author 
entrusted to it both lost importance; what was favoured instead 
was the staging, performance and virtuoso skills of the actors, 
on whose bravura the success of the whole show depended. A 
similar aspect is the accentuation of pathos and the emotional 
stimulation of the spectators, which took precedence over the 
narrative and problem-focused aspects that are equally present 
in the tragic texts themselves. This emphasis on effects of 
pathos, to the detriment of the play’s action, is expressed clearly 
in the type of interventions generally made on the texts of the 
classical repertoire. Entire scenes were cut, the choral parts were 
suppressed, the recitative was transposed into sung parts with 
musical accompaniment and songs were introduced, as solos or 
duets, and performed to music by the actors. All this ultimately 
combined to induce strong emotions in the spectators and to 
make an impression on their senses through a kind of 
expressive intensification by theatrical means. 


2.2 The tragic output of the Hellenistic Age 


These remarks on the tragic repertoire of the Classical Age 
should not suggest that there was any lack of original tragedies 
produced during the Hellenistic Age. To the contrary, from the 
end of the fourth and in the third century B.C. there was a 
flourishing output of new works. This was favoured by demand 
for performances and commissions that came primarily from 


rulers and tyrants, as we have noted, as patrons who sought to 
raise their own prestige. This explains the encomiastic character 
of this theatre. By the representation of mythical episodes or 
historical events in the remote or recent past, the author was 
often addressing an elegant eulogy to his prestigious sponsor 
and exalting his gifts and achievements. The theme selected, be 
it mythological or historical, often in fact fulfilled this 
encomiastic function. 

As regards dramatic technique, the newly composed 
tragedies exhibited the same characteristics that were sought 
and heightened in performances of the classical repertoire even 
at the cost of doing violence to it, namely a prevalence of 
emotive and pathetic elements over narrative ones, 
accentuating histrionic aspects by ostentatiously displaying the 
actors’ personal talents, reducing the choral parts in favour of 
solo execution with musical accompaniment and, in general, a 
search for spectacular effect at the level of scenography and 
direction. 

The greatness of the three fifth-century tragedians obscured 
the Hellenistic authors’ output in the later tradition. Although 
some of their names and the titles of their tragedies have 
survived, only a meagre set of fragments have been preserved, 
along with some records of their theatrical activity in the erudite 
tradition and the epigraphic sources. Yet the importance 
accorded in antiquity to the Hellenistic tragedians’ own work is 
attested by the interest shown in them by later grammarians 
and scholars. In particular, we owe to the Greek erudite tradition 
the term “the poets of the Pleiad,” evoking the constellation 
with seven bright stars, a title given to the main authors of 
tragedy active in Alexandria at the court of Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus. These authors worked in the fertile and 
multifaceted culture of Alexandria which, from the end of the 
fourth century to the Roman period, constituted the innovative 
centre of greatest importance for the preservation and 
transmission of ancient literature, as we will see more fully in 
the section on Hellenistic philology (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2). 

Of the seven poets of the “Pleiad” some are better known 


for reasons other than their tragic output. Alexander the 
Aetolian pursued philological work at the Library of Alexandria 
and made efforts to collect and order tragedies and satire plays. 
From Lycophron of Chalcis we have the poem Alexandra. We 
know that he was also the author of a tragedy entitled 
Cassandreis, on the topic of Cassander, son of the diadochos 
Antipater and king of Macedonia in the late fourth and early 
third century B.C. (i.e. it was a play on a historical theme). Of the 
other poets who formed the “Pleiad” we know very little. 
Certainly part of the group were Homerus of Byzantium, Philicus 
of Corcyra and Sositheus; as for the other two members, the 
sources disagree on the names, varying between, on the one 
hand, Sosiphanes of Syracuse and Aeantides, or else 
Dionysiades of Mallus and Euphronius of Chersonesus. 

A short fragment in iambic trimeters preserved in a papyrus 
from Oxyrhynchus (P. Oxy. 2382) is considered to be part of a 
tragedy with a historical background which presented a stage 
adaptation of the story of Candaules and Gyges, matching the 
account of Herodotus. The historian relates (Histories I 8-14) that 
the Lydian king Candaules had shown Gyges how he could 
secretly admire the queen while she undressed in her own 
chamber, but she noticed him and informed Gyges that he must 
either kill himself or kill her husband Candaules. Gyges killed the 
king and took his place, marrying the queen and becoming ruler 
of Lydia. The first column of the papyrus text presents a very 
lacunose scrap of dialogue between the queen of the Lydians 
and the chorus, which is presumed to have been composed of 
loyal slaves. In the second column, which is better preserved, 
the protagonist recalls the trick played by Candaules and the 
shameful night: it is supposed that here the queen is revealing 
to her interlocutor what happened and organising the revenge 
on Candaules. It cannot be excluded that the third column, 
which is very fragmentary, reports snippets of the meeting with 
Gyges, in the course of which the woman gives the man her 
ultimatum. Scholars debate the period when this tragedy was 
composed. In the past, on account of its historical theme, it was 
considered to be archaic and was attributed to Phrynichus; 


others have preferred instead to ascribe it to Ion of Chios (cf. 
The Classical Age III 2.1.2 and V 3.1); an alternative idea is to 
interpret the fragment as a novella in iambic trimeters of the 
Hellenistic period. This latter hypothesis should be rejected as 
far as the fragment’s genre is concerned, but the dating to the 
Hellenistic Age seems acceptable, above all considering the 
characteristics of its metre, language and style, as well as some 
Sophoclean influences. 


2.3 Phlyax or hilarotragedy 


The term phlyax (in Greek pAUaé) refers to a particular theatrical 
genre, parodic in character, that developed in southern Italy 
between Middle and New Comedy, the “inventor” of which was 
identified by the ancients as Rhinthon (see below). Phlyax is 
properly the name of a grotesque divinity or demon associated 
with the cult of Dionysus which presided over fertility and the 
blooming of vegetation. This figure was the protagonist of brief 
and basic mime scenes of popular character, namely phlyax 
farce. As well as having close connections to successive forms of 
farce diffused within Italic cultures and later known also at 
Rome (Oscan and Atellan farce), phlyax should perhaps be 
connected to the complex process by which Attic comedy was 
formed. The parodic nature of this performance genre is 
recalled by the term hilarotragedy (iAapotpaywéia, “amusing 
tragedy”), which refers to the literary form of phlyax perfected 
by Rhinthon: this consisted of stagings that generally parody 
mythological subjects familiar from Attic tragedy. 


2.4 Rhinthon 


The poet Nossis (cf. The Hellenistic Age IV 2.2.4) composed a 
fictive funerary epigram on Rhinthon, in which she calls him a 
Syracusan, whereas the later scholarly tradition (the Suda 
lexicon and Stephanus of Byzantium) believes him to be from 
Tarentum. However that may be, it was at Tarentum that the 
poet probably spent most of his life, pursuing a busy theatrical 


career. His date is placed by the sources between the late fourth 
and early third century B.C., during the reign of Ptolemy I Soter 
in Egypt (305-282 B.C.). 

As we have said, the ancient tradition considers Rhinthon to 
be the inventor of phlyax farce. As in other similar cases, we 
should understand this report as meaning that Rhinthon 
perfected for the theatre a farcical form of mime that was 
widespread in the popular culture of the Italic communities, 
giving it literary form and standing. The sources ascribe to him 
thirty-eight dramatic works, but only nine titles have survived: 
Amphitrion, Eunobatai (Those who get into bed), Heracles, Iphigenia 
in Aulis, Iphigenia in Tauris, Meleager the slave, Medea, Orestes and 
Telephus. From the few, brief fragments it emerges that the 
metre used was the iambic trimeter of tragedy, but the genre 
must have admitted some mixture of metres for parodic 
purposes, given that one fragment has preserved for us a 
choliambus imitating Hipponax. The scarcity of the evidence 
prevents us from taking any further the discussion of the 
characteristics of Rhinthon’s farce, yet from the surviving titles it 
is clear that his parody was directed above all at the theatre of 
Euripides. 


III Philology, Grammar, Erudition 


1 The literature of erudition 


1.1 Philology, grammar and the transmission and 
interpretation of texts 


After epic, lyric, drama, historiography, oratory and 
philosophical and scientific literature, philology and grammar 
too made their appearance in the patrimony of Greek literary 
civilisation. People began to see clearly, and to try to solve, the 


problem of the correctness and accuracy of the texts of the 
ancient authors that had been passed down. In a broad and 
systematic manner, they faced up to the need to interpret those 
works in the most complete and appropriate way, with the most 
refined and nuanced tools and methods, using approaches that 
were genuinely philological and historical. Reflections on 
language, which were at first linked to the sphere of rhetorical 
and philosophical thought, would later be broadened and 
advanced by the observation of phenomena that were in a true 
sense grammatical, until a rich and vigorous science of 
grammar took root. Various spheres of research were developed 
and the activities of constituting the text and interpreting and 
commenting on the classical authors gave rise to a vast and 
varied production of erudite work, bringing into being whole 
new literary genres. An important chapter of Greek culture in 
the Hellenistic and Imperial Periods is formed by everything 
connected to philology, grammar, lexicography, 
paroemiography, biography, repertoires of materials, 
antiquarian and doxographic collections, compendia and 
miscellaneous compilations - all of which we summarise by the 
term “the literature of erudition.” The whole vast domain of 
erudition appears to have aimed to deepen by every means 
both the interpretation of the great authors of the past and their 
works and the understanding of the culture of which they were 
thought to be the repository. It was a literature that embodied 
the trends of an era devoted to assiduously and tenaciously 
studying, collecting, summarising and preserving treasures of 
doctrine, which formed a glorious, centuries-old intellectual 
inheritance, and to delineating and fixing a cultural identity that 
deserved to be kept alive. 

Finally we should recall another aspect that researchers 
have now brought to light in its full significance. In the 
transmission of the works of Greek literature, an important first 
selection was made in the Hellenistic Period by the Alexandrian 
philologists (roughly third to first century B.C.), whose choice of 
“canonical” authors marked a decisive moment not only for 
interpretive approaches and the establishment of a philological 


and exegetical toolkit, but also for the preservation and loss of 
the ancient works themselves. 

The most creative phase of philology and textual exegesis 
was, above all, the Hellenistic Age, along with the first two 
centuries of the Imperial Period. After the second century A.D. 
one could say that the very creative phase was over, though for 
many centuries scholarly work continued to fulfil its important 
function. By then it was devoted primarily to preserving texts 
and creating epitomes, collections and compendia, a focus that 
determined the selection of material. Most of the works 
produced in this field in the Hellenistic and Imperial Ages have 
been lost. Usually, what is available to us is large collections 
compiled much later, particularly in the Byzantine Period, from 
which we can glean fragments of information that are 
sometimes quite extensive, sometimes very meagre. Since most 
of our knowledge of the Hellenistic material is owed to these 
collections and since they are the filter and main channel 
through which our image of this activity and its productions has 
been formed, we need to begin by considering these literary 
genres and then work back from them to their ultimate sources. 


1.2 Textual philology and scholiography 


Many of the Greek authors have come down to us in 
manuscripts equipped with an amalgam of ancient comments 
present as marginal notes, sometimes very brief, sometimes of 
considerable length, known as scholia (Greek oyOALa, Latin 
scholia: the original meaning of the word is “little lesson, short 
teaching,” which evolved into “short note, brief explanation”). 
The interest and quantity of these notes varies across the 
collections of scholia to different authors. Their value differs 
depending on the sources on which they drew and, by and large, 
they offer material of greater value whenever the critical- 
exegetical world of the scholars of the Hellenistic and Imperial 
Periods forms their distant starting point. In general, the 
scholiographic literature is the main place where we find the 
remains of interpretive and exegetical work on literature by the 


ancient grammarians in various phases and eras. By different 
routes, the scholiasts were heirs to the works of exegesis typical 
of the Alexandrian Age, namely: hypomnémata (Uttopvnpata), 
i.e. Commentaries that accompanied the text passage by 
passage; syngrammata (ouyypdupata), treatises on single 
problems, usually in monographic form; and lexicographical 
collections (from /exeis, i.e. “words”), in which terms and 
phrases that were found problematic, in literary works above all, 
were given a brief grammatical, lexical or antiquarian 
explanation. 

While the commentary, hypomnéma, can in some sense be 
considered the most characteristic and important product of the 
Alexandrians’ work of scholarly exegesis, another typical result 
of the Alexandrian grammarians’ work was the ekdosis 
(ExSo0otc), that is, the edition of texts. To produce a new edition 
of a work involved both the task of emending, i.e. correcting any 
errors produced in the transmission of the received text and 
brought to light by the philologist, and also the selection 
between variants found in different copies; for such “corrective” 
interventions is used the term diorthOsis (St6p8wots), literally 
“correction.” Although there has been some scepticism, at the 
current stage of research it seems very hard, not to say 
impossible, to deny that the grammarians of the Hellenistic Age 
did indeed address this problem of the correctness of a text and 
sought to equip themselves with the tools needed to recover the 
“genuine” text, freeing it from errors and corruption caused by 
transmission via the successive copying of so many exemplars. 
Of course, their methods and results are characterised by all the 
weaknesses to be expected in the embryonic phase of any 
discipline, but this does not detract from the fact that they 
genuinely did lay the first foundations for what later became 
philology, a historic development. 

There has been much debate over what specifically 
Alexandrian ekdosis was. When a grammarian was the author of 
an edition of Homer or Pindar or Herodotus, what did he 
actually do, and what precisely was produced? One alternative is 
that result of the activity consisted in the very drafting of anew 


copy that presented his text, i.e. the complete literary text in the 
form that the philologist regarded as correct. The other 
possibility is that he worked on a carefully chosen existing copy 
and made his interventions on this text, writing them in the 
margins or discussing them in the commentary. In recent 
studies the more significant and well-founded arguments have 
favoured the latter hypothesis, which allows a better 
understanding of how the philologists worked in practice anda 
better explanation of many problems posed by the available 
testimonia, and also of the meeting of the term diorthdsis. 

The link between the text and the commentary was 
established by critical signs, which were placed beside the text 
and indicated the type of textual intervention or exegetical 
problem that was the subject of discussion, such as deletion (i.e. 
the elimination of a word or part of the text), transposition of 
parts, difficulties of interpretation, readings of a predecessor 
that were open to criticism or changes in the linguistic forms. 
The system of critical signs came to be perfected and adapted to 
the different types of text and was a technical advance of great 
importance in work on transmission and interpretation of texts. 
From the material available to us, it is clear, further, that 
exegetical questions as well as textual problems were discussed 
not only in commentaries but also in monographic treatises (the 
syngrammata) or lexicographical collections, where it was the 
lexis, a keyword used as a lemma, that provided the link to the 
text and so indicated the problem to be discussed (etymology, 
meaning, linguisticgrammatical difficulty, and so on). 

It is the papyrus finds, ranging across a time-span from, in 
its broadest definition, the third century B.C. to the seventh 
century A.D. (though the majority of finds belong to the first 
three centuries A.D.), that have introduced us to significant 
remains of this type of work. These include copies of texts with 
marginal variants and annotations of varying quantity, snippets 
of hypomnémata and of syngrammata and remains of lexica of 
various genres produced from the Hellenistic and Imperial 
Periods to the Late Antique Period. We thus have in our hands 
fragments of various size and of quite varied interest and 


content, from simple glossographic explanation of single words 
to discussions of problems philological, exegetical, antiquarian 
and mythographic, matters of linguistic usage, lexicon, 
rhetorical figures, stylistic observations, proverbs, anecdotes, 
biographical questions, down to aesthetic and moral 
judgements. 

The fragments recovered in the papyri are just sorry 
remnants of the works of the grammarians of the Hellenistic 
and Imperial Periods, which are for the most part lost. Yet much 
of this varied mass of erudite materials has been transmitted 
across the centuries by a different route, by being combined 
into collections compiled out of heterogeneous sources, 
epitomised into more or less meagre annotations, enriched over 
time by new additions, reworked in revised forms, reduced or 
expanded according to convenience - an evolution that 
continued into the collections or corpora of scholia, which were 
copied in the margins of the manuscripts to form a true 
commentary on the work. The value of the various corpora of 
scholia is quite unequal. They were usually first put together at 
the end of the Late Antique Period and the beginning of the so- 
called Byzantine Renaissance of the ninth century, and their 
value differs depending both on the sources they used and on 
the quantity and quality of their preservation. 

The papyri offer remnants of exegetical material for many 
authors who had no Byzantine transmission and for whom, 
therefore, we do not have a scholiographic corpus. Without the 
fragments of hypomnémata and syngrammata restored by the 
papyri we would know a lot less about ancient philological 
activity, for example on lyric poets other than Pindar, who is the 
only one for whom we have a corpus of scholia in the 
manuscripts. Nonetheless, a significant number of collections of 
scholia have reached us through the Byzantine manuscripts, 
usually copied in the margins. As concerns poetic works, the 
greatest quantity of scholia are those to the Iliad and Odyssey, 
offering what is probably the richest trove of information on the 
philological and hermeneutic activity of the Alexandrians, 
together with materials from different periods and other 


proveniences. After the Homeric corpus, the largest corpora are 
the scholia to Aristophanes and Pindar; those to the three great 
tragedians Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides; and then those 
to Hesiod. Of the major Hellenistic poets, we have sizable 
collections of scholia to Lycophron, Theocritus and Apollonius 
Rhodius; and there is a little trove of scholia to the Hymns of 
Callimachus preserved in the medieval manuscript tradition. 
Finally, there is a considerable group of scholia to certain 
didactic poets, above all to Aratus, but also to the two surviving 
poems of Nicander, to Dionysius Periegetes and to Oppian. The 
scholia to works of prose are on the whole less rich. There are 
just a handful of scholia to Herodotus, though the 
scholiographic corpus to Thucydides is more substantial; we 
also have a slim set of scholia to each of Xenophon, Strabo and 
Plutarch. In the sphere of oratory, the most studied seems to 
have been Demosthenes, whose ancient exegesis was 
substantial, although the scholia preserved in the manuscripts 
must be considered poor by comparison. Altogether scanty are 
the few surviving scholia to Aeschines and Isocrates. For the 
later prose authors we have collections of scholia to Lucian, 
Aelius Aristides, Hephaestion and Hermogenes. A special case is 
the substantial and quite interesting corpus of grammatical 
scholia to the Techné grammatiké attributed to Dionysius Thrax. 


1.3 Lexicography 


As well as from the hypomnémata and syngrammata, the 
collections of scholia drew material also from the lexicographical 
works of scholars of the Hellenistic-Roman Period. The roots of 
lexicography go back to at least the fifth century B.C., when 
school education made use of explanations of single difficult 
words in poetic texts (ones that were foreign to the everyday 
language, obsolete, dialectal or technical). This primarily 
concerned the principal, obligatory educational text, namely 
Homer, but it occurred also, for example, with the difficult 
phrasing of early laws, such as those of Solon. The phenomenon 
certainly had older origins and continued without interruption. 


Glosses and paraphrases are documented for the Hellenistic 
and Imperial Ages and on into the production of paraphrases in 
the Late Antique and Byzantine Periods. 

To explain the meaning of individual words was an activity at 
first linked, on the one hand, specifically to school education and 
to the explication of texts needed in that sphere, and on the 
other hand to reflections on language primarily made by the 
poets themselves and then by philosophers such as Democritus, 
Gorgias and the Sophists, not to mention the interest in the true 
signification of words attested in Plato’s Cratylus. With the 
Alexandrian Age, it passed also into the hands of learned 
philologists, acquiring different aspects and content and 
continually widening its range. The result of this work was a set 
of critical material comprising g/dssai (yA@ooat), that is “difficult 
words” found in the authors and in need of an interpretation 
tied to the precise passage in which each had been found (a 
concept codified by Aristotle in the Poetics 21, 22 and 25), and 
lexeis (A€Eetc), “words,” which provided a motive or hook for 
treating a topic that might be linguistic, lexical, philological or 
antiquarian in any way and which functioned as a lemma for 
collections that were at first largely thematic but later arranged 
ever more Strictly in alphabetic order. Lexicography then 
became an exegetical and erudite activity that was scientifically 
autonomous and was practised and beloved by the Alexandrian 
philologists. 

Lexicographical activity did not cease its development in the 
work of later grammarians and the output was enormous: lexica 
of dialect, synonyms, etymologies, of single authors or genres, 
onomastics, compilations on particular topics, epimerisms (the 
term refers to the division into single words of the text being 
analysed and their classification according to the parts of 
speech, to which might be added other grammatical notices on 
accentuation, spelling and other matters, including observations 
on examples of the word’s usage). New collections of /exeis were 
compiled, which increasingly tended to gather the results of the 
previous centuries’ labours. Part of this substantial heritage 
flowed into the lexicon of Hesychius of Alexandria (fifth to sixth 


century A.D.), which has survived in an incomplete and 
considerably interpolated form; with over 50,000 lemmata, it is 
one of our richest mines of erudite notices. In this case too, as 
for scholiography, a large part of what was produced in the 
Alexandrian Age and Imperial Period has been lost. Our 
possibilities for gaining information lie once again in the great 
Late Antique and Byzantine collections, which inherited and 
compiled the materials of the earlier tradition, often 
accumulating various notices at a single lemma with 
encyclopaedic aims and ambitions. These are, above all, the 
Glossary known as that of Cyril (going back to the fifth century 
A.D. and then expanded in various ways), the Lexicon of the 
patriarch Photius (ninth century), the Suda lexicon (tenth 
century), the lexicon of Pseudo-Zonaras (late twelfth century), 
four large Etymologica and numerous other similar texts of 
smaller bulk. 


1.4 Grammar 


The advance of Hellenistic grammatical studies proceeded in 
parallel and in cooperation with the evolution of exegetical and 
text-critical studies. Beginning from the Roman Period and 
especially at the height of the Imperial Period, the task of 
system-atising and consolidating grammatical thought and 
norms was undertaken. 

Interest in problems of language by philosophers such as 
Democritus, Gorgias, the Sophists and Plato also stands at the 
Origins of the metalinguistic reflection that is grammatical 
science. In the philosophical sphere, debate began on questions 
such as the relation between words and things, or observations 
on homonyms and synonyms, or posing the problem of the 
correctness of language. In Aristotle's Poetics (20, 1456b 20 ff.) 
we find a series of considerations on the concepts of letter, 
syllable, conjunction, noun and verb and on inflection. After that 
it was within the framework of Stoicism (cf. The Hellenistic Age V 
4) that grammar acquired its first foundation as a science. 
Studies and definitions were made of many aspects of the 


doctrine of inflection and tenses; elements of terminology were 
fixed and then remained in use; investigations were made of 
topics such as vowels and consonants, the parts of speech, the 
ambiguity of language and the relation between the linguistic 
form and the concept. For the Stoic Chrysippus, “anomaly” 
indicated the discrepancy between signified and signifier, 
though subsequently in the linguistic sphere the term came to 
mean a conception of language based rather on the free usage 
of speakers (in Greek sunétheia, in Latin consuetudo) than on the 
application of formal rules, and consequently it was seen as 
Opposed to analogy, which was based on a predefined 
normative system. In reality there was a mutual exchange and 
interaction between the philosophical, the rhetorical and the 
linguistic-philological sides, and this led to the birth of the 
normative grammar of the Greek language. While the Stoics set 
the accent on linguistic anomaly and on the primary role of 
usage in defining correctness in language, the Alexandrian 
grammarians, on the other hand, concentrated on the 
observation of regular phenomena in morphology, inflection 
and the formation of words and they privileged the principle of 
analogy. 

There has been much research and debate on whether a 
normative system of grammatical rules had been defined 
already in the first half of the second century or only in the first 
century B.C., i.e. on the moment at which the autonomous 
scientific status of the discipline was fully recognised, when it 
definitively became a techné independent of its philosophical 
roots. It is likely that an embryonic system of rules of normative 
grammar was created and defined by the Alexandrian 
grammarians of the third to second centuries B.C., especially 
Aristophanes of Byzantium and Aristarchus (from whom we 
have numerous linguistic and grammatical observations), which 
then received a systematic treatment in the work of Dionysius 
Thrax (ca. 170-90 B.C.), a student of Aristarchus. On the basis of 
the information we possess, we can certainly ascribe to 
Dionysius a treatise that was grammatical in nature and content, 
but probably not much of it coincides with the Techné 


grammatiké preserved under his name and which raises serious 
doubts about authenticity (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.4). When 
reflection on linguistic phenomena moved from the sphere of 
rhetoric and philosophy to that of the philologists, its 
fundamental organic bond was with the interpretation of texts. 
The foundations of grammar were laid in the context of literary 
exegesis, on the basis of an ever broader and deeper 
observation of linguistic phenomena in the authors that were 
the subject of editorial and exegetical attention. The following 
generations of grammatical scholars continued on the path 
marked out by the Alexandrian grammarians. 


1.5 Paroemiography 


The roots of paroemiography probably lie in the earliest 
collections of sayings, aphorisms and proverbial wisdom 
attributed to persons of charismatic authority. The presence of 
this kind of gndmai (yv@pat) in literary works and the function 
assigned to them by the poets would have stimulated interest in 
their interpretation and also in collecting them. In truth the 
definition of what was included in the paroemiographic 
collections does not ever seem to have been rigidly codified but 
was, rather, very elastic. They found room, without distinction, 
for traditional sayings and saws, wisdom maxims, popular 
proverbs and turns of phrase. In the collections we find 
apophthegms of the Seven Sages (cf. The Archaic Age IV 1.5) and 
lines from the poets, together with sayings that seem to have a 
genuinely popular character. 

In a philosophical setting, the traditional maxims were seen 
as the remains of an ancient wisdom, the first steps of thought, 
which was worth recovering and analysing. An explicit interest in 
proverbs is found in Aristotle, who wrote a work, unfortunately 
now lost, with the title Proverbs; on this path the master was 
followed in the Peripatetic sohere by Theophrastus, Clearchus of 
Soli and Chamaeleon. The Stoic Chrysippus, too, wrote a work 
On proverbs, of which some fragments survive. Almost 
contemporary with Aristotle was the Attic historian Demon, he 


too author of a work On proverbs. In all probability interest in 
this whole tradition was raised within the sphere of the 
Peripatos, not only for the sake of a “history of philosophy” but 
also with an erudite-antiquarian perspective, which created an 
opening for the philologists to take an interest and then for 
autonomous work in paroemiography. 

In the sphere of Alexandrian philology, Aristophanes of 
Byzantium studied this material under scientific criteria and 
from the perspective of the interpreter of texts. We have some 
fragments of two of his collections, one dedicated to metrical 
proverbs and one to non-metrical ones. The link with philology 
and the exegesis of authors was emphasised and strongly 
applied, a path that was well trodden. The next stage of major 
importance was represented by Didymus (first century B.C.), 
who devoted to proverbs a large collection of thirteen books, in 
which, it seems, a lot of material from comedy was present. This 
approach was then channelled into the large collection of 
Zenobius (second century A.D.), which has survived in 
reworkings, in which we can recognise a series of proverbs 
arranged by the different literary genres from which they are 
taken. In the case of paroemiography, too, our main source of 
information is formed by much later collections that were 
composed in the period from the Imperial to the Byzantine Age 
and have been preserved. In these large paroemiographic 
collections, the proverbs are arranged in alphabetic order. 


1.6 Biography 


Among the genres of erudite literature, we should also 
remember biography, at least insofar as it reconstructed the 
lives of the poets and writers on the basis of notices derived 
from interpreting passages of their works. The Hellenistic Age 
was an era of major development in biographical research on 
the people involved in poetry and literature in general, in direct 
connection to the demand for exegesis of their texts. By 
interpreting hints in the works, it was possible - or it was 
believed possible - to reconstruct moments in the author’s 


biography while, on the other hand and in the opposite 
direction, the author's biography was an essential component 
among the tools that aided comprehension of a work. 


2 Philology in Alexandria and Pergamum 


2.1 Pre-Alexandrian exegesis 


The earliest testimonies to the activity of explaining literary texts 
principally concern (Homeric) epic poetry: they go back to at 
least the sixth to fifth century B.C., much earlier than the 
development of Hellenistic philology, and they take an interest 
in two quite specific areas. On the one hand there is the 
explanation of single words and expressions, which is usually 
termed glossography and which essentially aims for the literal 
understanding of the poetic text, explaining its difficult points in 
easily comprehensible terms. On the other hand, there is the 
interpretation of myths, aiming above all at discovering and 
describing the meaning of the epic mythological story; this 
approach is mostly represented by various forms of allegoresis, 
i.e. of attributing an allegorical meaning to the literal content of 
the texts. 

The earliest allegorical interpretations known to us are those 
on Homer by Theagenes of Rhegium in the sixth century B.C. 
Subsequently this approach was pursued by the philosopher 
Anaxagoras and his followers and later picked up again in Stoic 
circles and by the critics in Pergamum. It then had a large place 
in Late Antique philosophical currents (especially in the context 
of Neoplatonism) and in the mainstream of Christian culture. 
Plato too was very familiar with this use of allegory and refers to 
it in the Jon, Phaedrus and Republic. Aristotle, in a fragment of 
the lost Homeric Problems, explains the meaning of the seven 
cattle herds of the sun in the Odyssey, each formed by fifty cows, 
as being analogous to the number of days in the lunar year, and 
so being a genuine allegory. 

It seems to be quite well established now that the first 


people to provide interpretations of epic poetry were the 
rhapsodes who recited it, when the text and audience provided 
the opportunity. In this sense, the interpretation of poetry was 
born and took its first steps in the sphere of poetry itself. After 
those earliest forms of exegesis, the activities of interpreting 
poetry and reflecting on language were usually practised by 
sophists and philosophers such as Protagoras, Prodicus, 
Democritus and Plato. And it is again a poet, the comedian 
Aristophanes, who intervenes directly in the ethical-political and 
cultural debate of the fifth century B.C. with observations on 
poets that show him to be a true precursor of literary criticism. 
The poet Antimachus of Colophon (fifth to fourth century B.C.) 
not only studied the language of epic but, long before the 
Alexandrian philologists, also produced an “edition” of Homer, 
which we find cited in the scholia (though it is not clear what 
exactly it was that he did). There are doubts about the tradition 
that claims Aristotle made a diorthdsis of the Homeric text to 
produce the famous copy of the I/iad that Alexander the Great - 
his pupil - used to carry with him, but it is significant that this 
tradition existed at all and that it used such a technical term as 
diorthosis. 

In the first decades of the third century B.C. the name 
YpayattKos (grammatikos, “grammarian”) seems already to 
have become specialised as the name for a philologist who is an 
exegete of poetry. Previously, in classical Greek, the term 
referred to the elementary schoolteacher who taught reading 
and writing. The change in meaning was noticed already in the 
ancient world, and the question of who was the first to be given 
the epithet in the new sense was a topic of inquiry. One tradition 
identified this figure as the Peripatetic Praxiphanes, a student of 
Theophrastus. That notice may be connected to another that 
speaks of Aristotle as the initiator of grammatiké (scil. techné), in 
the sense of “erudite study of literature,” making him the ideal 
master of the Alexandrian grammatikoi. Aristotle and the 
Peripatetics, with their interests in the literary history of the 
poets viewed biographically and in their works (for example the 
practice of monographic treatmens of prob/émata, that is, 


questions of various kinds raised by the texts), should be 
acknowledged as the true predecessors and inspirers of 
Alexandrian philology. The decisive creative contribution was 
that of the Aristotelians and Peripatetics. 

A pupil of Theophrastus, Demetrius of Phaleron, moved to 
Alexandria around 295 B.C., perhaps at the invitation of Ptolemy 
I. We find this Peripatetic, the author of Homeric treatises 
exactly in the style of the Peripatetic school, present in 
Alexandria at the time of the foundation, under Ptolemy I Soter 
(305-283 B.C.), and the dazzling completion, under Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus (283-246 B.C.), of the great institution 
encompassing the Library and the Museum. These were sites 
that brought together the precious heritage of books and the 
activity of scholars. In the Museum scholars and scientists could 
study, discuss and teach with full independence and free from 
all material burdens or worries, which led to an extraordinary 
scientific and cultural flourishing. Ptolemy I had previously 
invited another Peripatetic, Straton of Lampsacus, to tutor his 
son in the scientific disciplines. Unfortunately we have almost no 
explicit records about their activity or their cultural influence, 
but the presence in Alexandria in this period of two Peripatetics 
such as Demetrius and Straton is a connecting link that cannot 
be downplayed (on these two figures cf. The Classical Age XIII 
3.8.2 and The Hellenistic Age V 1.2). 


2.2 Alexandrian philology: from Zenodotus to Aristarchus 


Philitas of Cos. The exquisite poet and kritikos Philitas of Cos (cf. 
The Hellenistic Age IV 2.1.2) lived in the fourth to third century. 
His role in the history of philology is based above all on the fact 
that he composed a collection of difficult expressions drawn 
from the works of the poets, under the title Ataxtot yAWooat 
(Ataktoi Gléssai) or simply ‘Atakta (Atakta, meaning, it seems, 
“unordered words,” i.e. not in alphabetic order), that was 
characterised by a new critical and exegetical depth compared 
to the elementary glossography of the previous era. 

Zenodotus of Ephesus. The most important student of Philitas 


was Zenodotus of Ephesus (330 ca.-260 ca.), the true founder of 
the line of Alexandrian philologists. He was both tutor to the 
royal household and the first to obtain the position of librarian, 
at the head of the important new institution founded by the 
Ptolemies. He compiled a collection of Glosses arranged 
alphabetically (unlike those of Philitas) and studied Homer, 
Hesiod, Pindar and perhaps Anacreon. All that remains of this is 
a few fragments, but we are far better informed about his work 
on Homer, which was the main testing ground for his philology 
(as was the case for almost all his successors too). In the 
presence of copies that diverged from each other, in some cases 
quite considerably, Zenodotus posed the critical problem of the 
authenticity and correctness of the transmitted text. It seems 
that he did not give much credence to the “wild” copies, which 
are full of lines that are today termed “additional.” He also 
judged many lines to be inauthentic on the basis of internal 
criteria (repetitions, inconsistencies, improprieties), doing this in 
two ways: either eliminating them altogether, or leaving them in 
the text but with a mark of deletion (or “athetesis”), indicated by 
the obelos (a horizontal bar placed in the margin, to the left of 
the line in question), the first of the critical signs introduced by 
the Alexandrian philologists. The adoption of the obelos as a 
critical sign must be seen as an intellectual advance of real 
historical importance: it introduces the idea of proposing a 
textual doubt while leaving the reader the possibility of forming 
an opinion on it, since the doubtful reading is left in the text and 
not eliminated (the signs to mark a deletion in modern critical 
editions are based on the same principle). Zenodotus’ 
interventions in the text must be the result of two procedures: 
on the one hand, the collation of various exemplars, making 
choices between readings; and on the other hand, a frequent 
recourse to conjectures of his own (including those made on the 
basis of notions such as propriety and decency). The totality of 
this work on the text was called diorthdsis, the product of which 
was ekdosis, of which we have already spoken. It is certain that 
Zenodotus did not write extended commentaries that set out his 
reasonings and the motives behind his positions. Part of the 


material can be found in the G/osses, but much depends on 
transmission through the school, which understandably gives 
rise to uncertainties. There is no secure proof that he was 
responsible for the division of the Homeric poems into twenty- 
four books, but it is well attested that he devoted a study to 
calculating how many days passed in the action of the Iliad. 

Alexander the Aetolian and Lycophron. Zenodotus did not 
work on dramatic poetry, which was instead the field of two of 
his contemporaries, themselves both poets and philologists: 
Alexander the Aetolian and Lycophron. The former studied 
tragedy, the latter comedy, but we know very little about their 
work on this topic, since almost nothing has survived. 

Rhianus of Bene. We know something of the Homeric edition 
by the epic poet Rhianus of Bene (on Crete), who was active in 
the second half of the third century B.C. As a philologist he was 
certainly influenced by Zenodotus, and his Homeric diorthdsis 
could not have existed without the foundations laid by his 
illustrious predecessor. Yet it is significant that over forty textual 
readings by Rhianus are preserved among the Homeric scholia, 
attesting that he enjoyed a certain esteem. 

Callimachus and Apollonius Rhodius. In the chapter on poetry 
we will discuss at length Callimachus and Apollonius Rhodius, 
who were at once great poets and great philologists, roles 
united in an exemplary way, forming the figure of the poet- 
philologist. Callimachus of Cyrene (310 ca.-240 ca.) should be 
noted in the present context above all for his work Pinakes, a 
sort of expanded catalogue of the patrimony of books collected 
in the Library of Alexandria, which certainly had the status of an 
independent work while also in some way constituting an 
annotated bibliography of Greek literature. The authors were in 
alphabetical order, with a biography; for the works it gave the 
title, incipit and length, with some other notices occasionally 
added. Callimachus also wrote numerous scholarly and 
antiquarian monographs and works of literary criticism, such as 
Against Praxiphanes. Moreover, he demonstrates his intensive 
philological activity in his poetic works. 

The successor to Zenodotus as head of the Library, 


Apollonius Rhodius (300 ca.- 220 ca.) demonstrates in his poem 
The Argonautica his important philological activity, if only 
through the rich yield of Homeric interpretations, on a sound 
scholarly basis, that can be found throughout his poetry. He 
treated problems of Homeric exegesis in Against Zenodotus, in 
which he evidently criticised his predecessor: it is an interesting 
testimony to the first polemics to emerge within the school. He 
also took an interest in Hesiod and Antimachus and wrote a 
monograph on Archilochus (Nepi ApxtAoxou). 

Eratosthenes. The position of librarian next passed to 
Eratosthenes of Cyrene (295-215 or 275-195 B.C. ca.), an 
extraordinary figure who was a grammarian, philologist, 
scientist and, more marginally, poet. His scientific research was 
prodigious, in which we may note here his chronological and 
geographical works. As we will see also in the section on 
historiography (cf. The Hellenistic Age VIII 1.4.4), he was an 
influential pioneer in the field of chronology. In his 
Chronographiai, which refined earlier materials, he fixed key 
dates such as the Fall of Troy in 1184 B.C., the akmé of Homer a 
hundred years later, the view that Hesiod was of later date than 
Homer, and the first Olympiad in 776, with his list continuing 
down to the death of Alexander the Great in 323. He also wrote 
a work on the victors at the Olympic games (Olympionikai) and 
made the series of Olympiads the basis of his chronological 
system. In the Geographica he began his history of geography 
with Homer, but held that the setting of the poem was for the 
most part imaginary, since poetry ought to delight rather than 
teach. He was the first to apply systematically a mathematical 
method in cartography (he drew the first map based on a 
network of meridians and parallels) and in the measurement of 
the earth’s circumference, in which his calculation was out by 
only 300 km. A more strictly literary topic was treated in the 
major work On Old Comedy, in at least twelve books. The few 
fragments that remain of this reveal an interest in the language 
of the comic playwrights and in problems of performance. He 
carried out lexicographical research, took an interest in lyric 
poets, and more besides. His works on these subjects are, 


however, almost entirely lost. 

Aristophanes of Byzantium. The highpoint of Alexandrian 
philology is marked by Aristophanes and Aristarchus. 
Aristophanes of Byzantium (265 ca.-190 ca.) in his turn became 
head of the Library of Alexandria. His edition of Homer is 
distinguished from that of Zenodotus by greater caution. Rather 
than the drastic choice of “not writing” the lines that were 
contested, he preferred simply to propose their cancellation, 
marked by the obelos, and in this way many of the lines that had 
been eliminated completely by Zenodotus were accepted back 
into the text, though marked with the sign of athetesis (obelos). 
It seems that Aristophanes founded his ekdosis on an expanded 
documentary base by consulting a larger number of copies in 
order to make a choice among their readings and treating the 
text with less boldness. He increased the number of critical 
signs, by adding to the Zenodotean obelos also the asteriskos for 
repeated lines and the pair sigma-antisigma for two consecutive 
lines with the same content. He achieved major advances in the 
notation of the accents and in the enrichment of the system of 
punctuation signs. This technical progress led him to produce 
critical editions of great importance. As well as Homer, he also 
worked on Hesiod and he achieved innovative developments 
especially in the field of lyric and dramatic poetry. His 
classification of the poems of Pindar into seventeen books is 
famous, for which he made use of further critical signs: a cordnis 
(the stylised image of a crow, drawn in the left margin) divided 
the poems from each other, while paragraphoi (horizontal 
strokes placed to the left of the text, between the lines) 
distinguished the strophes. All lyric poetry was divided into 
rhythmic cé/a, which formed a decisive advance in the analysis 
of the metrical structure of the poems. Critical work by 
Aristophanes of Byzantium on the text of Sophocles and 
Euripides is also attested: his hypotheseis to the plays are well 
known, giving for each theatrical work the main records about 
the occasion of first performance, the setting, characters and 
finally the plot. It is certain that he worked on comedy, but the 
only aspect securely attested is that he produced an edition of 


Aristophanes’ comedies. It seems that he too did not write true 
hypomnémata, but we have already noted his lexicographical 
work, the Lexeis, and his grammatical observations, in particular 
on certain regularities in inflection. 

Apollonius eidographos. The Library was then directed by a 
certain Apollonius known as the eidographos (that is “the 
classifier”), a grammarian who escapes us almost entirely, 
though the few existing testimonia allow us to glimpse a 
classification of works by literary genre, the importance of which 
we have already noted. 

Aristarchus. Then came the turn of Aristarchus of 
Samothrace (215-144 ca.). His role stands out, among other 
reasons, because he wrote a significant number of 
hypomnémata, the major commentaries with which he gave 
greatest prominence to the interpretation of texts. Further, in 
numerous syngrammata he treated various topics 
monographically, sometimes with a polemical aim; we have 
various titles and fragments, for the most part on Homeric 
topics. There are differing views on the form taken by his 
philological activity on the text of Homer, namely whether he 
produced the ekdosis and hypomnéma in one or more 
redactions, or just a hypomnéma which also contained his 
opinion on the constitution of the text. The use and number of 
critical signs was expanded even further than Aristophanes: 
characteristic were the dip/é (for miscellaneous exegetical 
observations and learned notes) and the dip/é periestigmené (to 
signal passages where he disagreed with Zenodotus). 

The principle that an author is his own best interpreter, and 
that hence comparisons should be made primarily and 
principally within his own oeuvre, was applied to the analysis of 
Homeric language and also in general to the contents of Homer. 
For Aristarchus Homer was the author of both the Jliad and the 
Odyssey and he pursued polemics against the Chérizontes, 
grammarians who instead distinguished two different authors 
of the works and attributed to Homer only the Iliad. His 
unitarian analysis, both of language and of the historical 
elements, habits and customs, led him to define that which was 


specifically Homeric (to Ounptkov) as distinct from that which 
was cyclic or neoteric (or also Hesiodic), i.e. later material. Thus 
a principle of internal and analogical criticism, which could work 
both at the level of form and of content, led him to the 
conception of an organic historical and literary vision. His 
philology was generally characterised by a circumspection based 
on the examination of manuscript witnesses, but he certainly 
did not refrain from making conjectural interventions or from 
drawing on the interpretive resources of an attention to detail 
that became proverbial. 

Sound method and breadth of knowledge led Aristarchus to 
accomplish rich and wide-ranging work on classical texts. Aside 
from Homer, we know most about his work on the text of the 
lyric poets. This concerned primarily Pindar (it is likely that he 
wrote a commentary on the whole of Pindar’s oeuvre, soundly 
based on the path pioneered by Aristophanes of Byzantium), but 
we know that he also worked on Bacchylides, whose works he 
must have commented upon. Also attested are commentaries 
on Hesiod, Archilochus and Alcman and it is certain that he 
produced an edition of Alcaeus and perhaps one of Anacreon; 
there are also traces of interventions on Hipponax, Semonides 
and perhaps Mimnermus. In Attic drama we know that he 
worked on Aeschylus and Sophocles, but we have less 
information concerning Euripides; the sources allow us to 
conclude that he commented on at least eight comedies of 
Aristophanes, but we do not have enough data to suppose that 
he wrote a commentary on the entire surviving corpus. He is the 
first figure who we know for certain worked on prose authors, 
as we have a secure fragment of his hypomnéma on Herodotus. 

In Aristarchus’ editorial and exegetical work, Aristophanes 
of Byzantium was an important model. They must often have 
been in agreement, with the result that much less material is 
preserved for Aristophanes, since whoever made selections 
from their work saw no point in citing Aristophanes in cases 
where Aristarchus held the same position. The latter took his 
predecessor’s observations further in the field of grammar too, 
giving a more thorough formulation to the principle of linguistic 


and grammatical analogy. This aspect and the refusal of 
allegorical interpretations (at least for Homer) were the two 
fundamental elements of his divergences and polemic with the 
philologists of Pergamum. 


2.3 Philology at Pergamum 


At Pergamum there was no tradition like the Alexandrian one 
and no school formed with the richness and long duration of 
that of Alexandria. Erudite antiquarian studies became 
established under King Attalus I (241-197) with Antigonus of 
Carystus, from whom we know of a work on painters and 
sculptors, a collection of paradoxography and the biographies of 
the philosophers; and with Polemon of Ilium, who wrote an 
important antiquarian periégésis (a geographical description), 
which is notable above all for the fact that he made use of 
inscriptions. Mainly in the field of Homeric topography he was 
surpassed by Demetrius of Scepsis, who lived perhaps a 
generation later and was author of a large commentary to the 
Catalogue of Trojan Forces (Iliad II 816-877), written around the 
mid-second century B.C. (most likely on the model of the 
Alexandrian hypomnéma). Scepsis was a city not far from Ilium, 
some kilometres inland in Asia Minor along the river Scamander, 
and it seems that Demetrius always lived there. Given the rather 
reclusive life that he led, his links to Pergamum as a centre were 
not in fact particularly strong. This was in the reign of Eumenes 
II (197-159), a king of notable character who founded a rich 
library and welcomed many scholars, and so almost 
miraculously turned Pergamum into a cultural centre to rival 
Alexandria. 

The reign of Eumenes, contemporary with the career of 
Aristarchus (who died probably after 145 B.C.), was a highpoint. 
Summoned and supported by the king in the capital, the most 
important Pergamene philologist, Crates of Mallus, pursued his 
studies there. We know two titles of treatises of his, Diorthotica 
and Homerica, and numerous fragments, mostly connected with 
Homeric matters. It is conventional to state that Crates was 


trained as a Stoic philosopher and that he transferred his 
philosophical positions to the analysis of literary texts. In reality 
Crates’ Stoic training and especially his actual membership of 
the Stoic school are debated points and today they tend to be 
played down, since they are based on only a few testimonies 
that are themselves problematic. The hypothesis that he was a 
pupil of Diogenes of Babylon is in fact wholly hypothetical, 
based mostly on the idea that Crates was a Stoic philosopher, 
with an obvious risk of circular reasoning. And, against this, 
some aspects of Crates’ cosmology differ substantially from 
Stoic cosmology. 

What is certain is that Crates differed from the Alexandrian 
grammatikos by assuming the designation kritikos, which was 
meant to stress the value of an approach to literature that was 
more broadly cultural, and also philosophical, than one that 
limited interest to questions of language, form and Realien. The 
ancient allegorical interpretation, which continued to be 
practised in philosophical circles and was adopted above all by 
the Stoics in order to explain myths, seems to have been 
accepted in Crates’ exegetical method for poetic texts. Yet, in 
truth, even this communis opinio is quite contested. To 
summarise, one may talk of true allegory in the case of Crates 
only in a fragment in which the shield of Agamemnon is 
interpreted as piunua tod KoopOou (“imitation of the cosmos”). 
The fragment is transmitted by Eustathius, who cites oi ttepi tov 
Kpatnta (“those around Crates”), but in the exegetical scholion 
that is unanimously acknowledged to be Eustathius’ source the 
name is =evoxpatns (Xenocrates), to whom the fragment should 
probably be ascribed. And so even this is not beyond doubt. The 
attribution to Crates of an interpretation of the shield of Achilles 
as an “imitation of the cosmos” is based on the parallel of the 
shield of Agamemnon, whereas it is anonymous in all the 
testimonia apart from Eustathius, who ascribes it to a 
mysterious Demo. 

In sum, we here have a case where the communis opinio that 
has become established in the research literature and among 
scholars ought to be reviewed completely. The exegetical 


method for poetry was certainly a reason for diverging from the 
Alexandrians (and notably from Aristarchus), but, on this too, 
more precision is needed and absolute, generalising views 
should be avoided. So far as we can tell, it seems that Crates and 
his followers believed, as noted above, that they could use an 
exegetical method that was open to various approaches drawn 
from philosophical thought, including the use of allegoresis, to 
find the true significance of a poetic text. To the Alexandrians, 
the applicability of this method, in its various realisations, 
depended in the first place on the poetic intention of the author 
whether or not to use allegory as an expressive mode. In other 
words, it would be permissible to interpret a text allegorically 
only if its author chose to express himself by means of 
allegories; Homer did not use allegory and hence his poetry 
could not be interpreted allegorically. 

The other area of polemic was theory of language, on which 
again a fairly widespread schematic dichotomy exists, which 
goes back essentially to how the different positions were 
outlined by the Latin scholar Marcus Terentius Varro (first 
century B.C.), though with a further hardening of positions 
among modern scholars. This scheme presents the issue as 
follows: at Alexandria Aristophanes and Aristarchus pursued 
their investigations on the basis of analogy, but Crates, to the 
contrary, principally adopted from Chrysippus the Stoic concept 
of anomaly (literally “irregularity, discrepancy, incoherence,” on 
which see above), using a concept of language in which the ratio 
of normative analogy is opposed to the freer development 
described by consuetudo. In reality the situation is rather more 
nuanced. Reflections on the role of usage by speakers are not 
lacking among the Alexandrians, even according to Varro, 
Aristarchus applied rules of similarity in the derivation of words 
“within the limits permitted by usage”. Yet in the passages of 
Varro in which Crates and Aristarchus are presented as 
counterpoints what does seem to emerge is a discussion of the 
criteria and limits of application of linguistic-grammatical 
analogy. 

As well as Homer, Crates worked on Hesiod (we have 


information on this from the scholia), on authors of lyric and 
drama and also on the didactic poem Phaenomena by the 
Hellenistic poet Aratus. His influence on the Greco-Roman world 
was notable, his lengthy visit to Rome in 168 B.C. contributing to 
this. 

Allegoresis, above all in the field of Homeric studies, enjoyed 
a broad following in the Roman Imperial Period, a success that is 
the origin of its prominent presence in the margins of 
manuscripts, containing all kinds of comments on the poems. 
We may note above all the Homeric problems attributed to a 
certain Heraclitus, dated to the start of the Imperial Period, as 
well as the extracts from works of Homeric exegesis by Porphyry 
(third century A.D.). Yet even in a work of literary criticism such 
as the anonymous work On the Sublime, commenting on the 
divinities of Homer and their actions, we read: “they are utterly 
irreligious and breach the canons of propriety, unless one takes 
them allegorically” (IX 7). This is an idea with deep roots and 
which already had many centuries behind it. It was supported by 
a basic structure of thought that was in its essence extremely 
clear, and which set up an opposition between a literal sense 
that was bad, and a profound but hidden - good - sense on the 
other. 

The legacy of this method, with its liberties and arbitrary 
interpretations, was transmitted to the later pagan 
philosophers, and then the Christians turned it into a precious 
means of appropriating the authoritative patrimony of the 
ancient world, a tool to dominate it and to provide foundations 
for an idea of continuity from the ancient to the Christian world. 

As we have said, it is not possible to speak of a Pergamene 
“school,” since we cannot document a regular series of masters 
and pupils as we can at Alexandria. However, the followers of 
Crates continued to pursue polemics with those of Aristarchus 
on the topics we have noted, even if there were not infrequently 
points where they were close to each other, for example in the 
field of grammar. Here Pergamum played host to another 
interesting character, namely Telephus, who lived in the second 
century A.D. and so contemporary with Galen, Pergamum’s 


most outstanding cultural figure, whom we shall meet in due 
course. 


2.4 From Aristarchus to the Augustan Age 


Aristarchus is justly famous also for his band of disciples, but 
their works have often survived only in a few fragments and for 
the most part we will pass over them here. The most significant 
were certainly Apollodorus of Athens and Dionysius Thrax. They 
were both involved in the political crisis of 145-144, which was 
connected to Ptolemy VIII's ascent to the throne, which forced 
Aristarchus and many other scholars to flee Alexandria. The 
philological and grammatical activity of the Alexandrian school 
continued in a significant way down to the Augustan Age, with a 
tradition of study of literature and language that continued to 
yield important fruit and determined the first stages of 
preservation of the materials produced in the Hellenistic Era. 
Apollodorus of Athens (180-115 ca.) stands out for the 
singular richness of his lived experience: first a student in 
Athens of the Stoic philosopher Diogenes of Babylon, then pupil 
and collaborator of Aristarchus in Alexandria, it seems that he 
subsequently fled to Pergamum and finally returned to Athens, 
where he died between 120 and 110. He was the real successor 
of Eratosthenes in the field of chronology (as we will see also in 
the section on historiography, cf. The Hellenistic Age VIII 1.4.4): 
the Chronica, from the Fall of Troy to his own times, were written 
in iambic trimeters, a choice that was clearly intended to aid 
memorisation. It was based, naturally, on the work of his 
predecessor, but he introduced notable changes and sought to 
establish many dates more effectively. This work also made 
notable advances in the chronological framework on which 
literary history was based. The major treatise On the Gods 
examined the figures of religion with an in-depth analysis of 
their epithets, drawing on etymology (he also wrote a treatise 
on etymology, and it is hard not to see Stoic influence at work in 
this, given his training); the basis was formed primarily by the 
study of epic poetry and its representations of the gods. He 


produced a weighty piece of exegesis in the work On the 
Catalogue of Ships in Book II of the Iliad, which made productive 
use of the studies of Eratosthenes and Demetrius of Scepsis, 
and of Aristarchus’ philology. The geography of Homeric times 
was here the fundamental problem in both a historical-scientific 
and a literary perspective, in which general questions and 
innumerable problems were linked to the interpretation of 
single names. And, finally, he did important research on Doric 
comedy, studying Epicharmus and the mimes of Sophron. 
Known titles are: On the Athenian Hetairai, On Epicharmus, On 
Sophron, Glosses and Etymologies. 

The mythological manual called The Library, attributed to 
Apollodorus in the tradition, is generally considered to be a work 
of the first century A.D. or even the second. It starts with a 
theogony and treats various myths and legends, but then 
interrupts them with the mythical genealogy of Attica. For the 
rest, of which we get an idea from the epitome preserved in the 
manuscript Vat. gr. 950 and other fragments found in 1887 in 
Jerusalem, it follows Homer and the Epic Cycle. There is debate 
on what its relation to Apollodorus may be, whether it is entirely 
independent or used some material of his. 

Dionysius Thrax (170-90 B.C. ca.), despite his name 
(meaning “Thracian,” but taken from his father), was from 
Alexandria and was educated during Aristarchus’ final teaching 
years. He dedicated himself primarily to Homer and, following 
his teacher’s example, he produced hypomnémata and 
monographs (a polemic Against Crates). He also worked on 
Hesiod and perhaps Alcman. Some fragments survive of 
writings on grammatical topics. But in this field Dionysius Thrax 
is famous above all for the problem of the Techné grammatiké 
attributed to him (see above), which would be the first work of 
an Alexandrian grammarian to be transmitted more or less 
entire, if the surviving text were indeed genuine. In reality the 
testimonia allow us to say with certainty that he did write a 
grammatical treatise, but in all probability it is not the one that 
survives, at least not in its entirety. The ancient testimonia 
confirm that the opening paragraph of the preserved Techné 


certainly goes back to Dionysius (which proves that he did write 
a treatise of this kind), but there are differing scholarly positions 
on the paragraphs that immediately follow it: paragraphs 2-4 
may go back to Dionysius, since in content they are connected 
to the first one and paragraph 3 seems to be secured by a 
quotation by Varro, but the rest of the preserved Techné is later. 

After fleeing from Alexandria, perhaps in 144 B.C. (in 
connection with the political events in the city and at court), 
Dionysius Thrax kept a school at Rhodes. One of his pupils there 
was Tyrannio, who lived at Rome from 71 B.C., where he had the 
luck to be the first to study the writings of Aristotle that Sulla 
had brought from Athens. They were edited in full a generation 
later by Andronicus of Rhodes (as we saw in the chapter on 
Aristotle: cf. The Classical Age XIII 3.3). A short treatise on the 
language of the Romans was written by either Tyrannio or his 
contemporary Philoxenus. The latter played an important role in 
the field of grammar, being noted for his treatment of the 
monosyllabic verbal root, a taste for etymology and the 
attention he gave to the principle of analogy. His works also 
include some comments on Homer. 

An important figure is Asclepiades of Myrlea in Bithynia 
(second half of the second century B.C. to first century B.C.; it is 
not certain if he was a pupil Crates, nor of Dionysius Thrax), a 
grammarian and philologist active also at Rome and then in 
Spain. In his exegetical works on Homer, Pergamene influence 
can be detected and notably that of Crates; he also worked on 
Pindar, Theocritus and perhaps Apollonius Rhodius and Aratus. 
In addition, he wrote a book On the grammarians and one On 
grammar, which contained a definition of the techné grammatiké 
and a description of its parts (a treatise that enjoyed some 
diffusion in later times, given that it was used by Sextus 
Empiricus). The two works must have had some connection, at 
least in concept: it has been hypothesised that they represented 
two sections of a larger monograph, perhaps with the title 
Grammatica ([paypatikd), devoted to a consideration of erudite 
research as a whole. He was finally the author of a treatise 
regarding the astrological representation of the sky according to 


barbarian traditions, and two works of local history, respectively 
on Bithynia and Turdetania. 

In the sphere of grammatical studies we should also recall: 
Tryphon of Alexandria, who lived in the Augustan Period; 
Alexion, active in the first century A.D.; and Ptolemaeus of 
Ascalon, whose dating is uncertain. This is the line that leads to 
the grand systematisation of Greek grammatical learning 
carried out in the second century A.D. by Apollonius Dyscolus 
and Aelius Herodianus, whose work survives in substantial part 
and whom we will treat later (cf. Roman Imperial Period X 1.2 and 
3): 

The Augustan Period also offered important figures, who 
collected and compiled the fruits of earlier researches. Through 
generations of pupils of Aristarchus, the tradition of studies in 
textual criticism, exegesis and scholarship culminated in the 
colossal output of Didymus, who was active in the second half of 
the first century B.C. at Alexandria and was famous already in 
the ancient world for the vast bulk of his monographs and 
commentaries on a great number of authors, which gave him 
the nickname Chalcenterus, or “guts of bronze,” for his capacity 
to “ingest” every type of erudite information. His works taken as 
a whole constitute a true reservoir that collected and compiled 
the results of the previous centuries and transmitted them to 
many later collections and then to various corpora of scholia, 
perhaps (as is often repeated, but further study is necessary) 
with little originality but with great and scrupulous erudition. 

Almost contemporary with Didymus was Aristonicus, who 
dedicated much effort to setting out detailed explanations of 
Aristarchus’ critical signs to the text of Homer, and so became a 
mediator of material that went back to the master (much of this 
work has passed into the scholia to Homer), and he also worked 
on Hesiod and Pindar and wrote some monographs. The same 
decades saw the akmé of Theon of Alexandria, who commented 
not only on the canonical classical authors, but also on 
Alexandrian poets such as Callimachus, Theocritus, Apollonius 
Rhodius and Nicander. Today we know that he was not the first 
to do this (he had been preceded by Asclepiades of Myrlea, for 


example), but it is clear that with him this area of philology was 
greatly enriched. Linked to traditional exegesis, there is also the 
Homeric lexicography of Apion and Apollonius Sophista (active 
respectively in the first and second half of the first century A.D.), 
which drew on the Aristarchean school. 


IV Poetry in the Hellenistic Age 


1 Scholar poets and the mixing of genres 


1.1 A radically new poetic consciousness 


The last decades of the fourth and the early third century B.C. 
saw the fulfilment of certain aspects of the evolution in the 
conception of poetry that had been signalled clearly and 
explicitly already at the end of the Classical Age. The spaces and 
occasions in which poetry took place were remodelled in 
relation to the broadened cultural horizons and altered 
institutional and social conditions, privileging the restricted, 
private sphere of refined and cultured circles, in many cases at 
the courts of the Hellenistic monarchs. These new contexts 
began a successful rivalry with the great public festivals that had 
formed the natural setting of spectacles of music and poetry 
and of dance in the Classical Era. What we now see is a marked 
dichotomy between a public and popular poetic culture, on the 
one hand, and a learned and elitist one on the other. Music had 
been acquiring an ever more marked autonomy from the fourth 
century onwards, favouring spectacular performance to the 
disadvantage of the literary text. This was the context of the so- 
called New Dithyramb, which accentuated the elements of 
musical and vocal virtuosity (cf. The Classical Age VII 2.3). During 
the Hellenistic Age, in the more elevated poetic culture, the 
execution of the text became ever more detached from the 


musical accompaniment. The enjoyment of poetry (as also with 
other literary genres) through declamation or private reading by 
individuals or small groups became established and, passing via 
the Latin world, has remained the most common way of 
enjoying poetry ever since. 

As we have already noted (cf. The Hellenistic Age 1 4 and III 2), 
from the early third century B.C. onward we observe a new 
phenomenon that is absolutely typical of the Hellenistic Age, 
namely the fact that many literary figures were at the same time 
scholars and interpreters of literature and poetry writers: we 
use the term poet-philologists. In the past it was sometimes 
maintained that in these authors’ works the philological 
erudition had ultimately overwhelmed the genuine poetic 
inspiration. This judgement is entirely false and depends, 
consciously or not, on an idea of poetry that has deep roots in 
the romantic vision of art as an “instinctive” creation, the direct 
and immediate expression of feelings and movements of the 
spirit. This is a conception that is not only very different from 
that accepted in the Hellenistic Age and other eras, but is 
unsustainable in general too, for the good reason that there is 
no poetry without study and education, rules and precedents, 
cultural traditions and other poetry that provide it with 
nourishment. Yet it remains a real fact that Hellenistic poetry is 
an extremely learned type of poetry, in the sense that it tends to 
establish a subtle and refined web of allusions and references to 
the literary code in which it inscribes itself, which is the 
centuries-old Greek cultural tradition of the Archaic and Classical 
Ages. This was the first time that, to such a wide and deep 
degree, literature lost its effective link to a specific real or 
existential occasion and tended to become a purely artistic 
production, a creation that, already in the intention of its author, 
enclosed in itself its own raison d’étre. For the first time in the 
history of Western literature we are confronted with the idea of 
l'art pour l'art. 

The deep culture and literary consciousness of the 
protagonists of Hellenistic poetry explain the importance that 
they ascribed also to the elaboration of a poetic theory, which 


would be reflected in their specific compositional choices. It is 
possible to identify some constants in the ideas expressed by 
the various poets, different though they certainly were. One of 
these common elements emerges from what has just been said, 
namely the need for a cultivated poetry, that is, one that arises 
from a deep knowledge of past literature and the models it 
offers and from an intellectual background of broad and varied 
erudition, and one that knowingly displays this learning by 
weaving a web of hidden allusions and references that are hard 
to catch, but intended to be understood. The convergence of 
these two aspects - erudite creation and creative erudition - is 
well attested by the fact that now the poet for the first time 
became, in a systematic and programmatic way, the editor and 
publisher of his own poetry collections, a philologist of himself. 
These are characteristics that we will meet many times in the 
poets of this period. This poetry, so rich in direct and indirect 
meanings, was subjected to formal attention that was extreme, 
almost obsessive, in the search for expressive effects that were 
ever more refined in style and content. Another general aspect 
of Hellenistic poetry, linked to the idea of refined poetry, is the 
need to present creations inspired by originality, i.e. ones that 
would avoid repeating the models but would draw new and 
unheard-of forms and solutions from the tradition. This 
standard of originality is the source of a seam of 
experimentalism that can be found in Hellenistic poetry. Its 
more significant expressions involve the mixture of different 
poetic forms and stylistic registers, the crossing of genres, and 
the departure from tradition when associating metrical forms 
with particular poetic genres. 

The Hellenistic poets’ attachment to a theorised poetics also 
explains why the tradition records fierce disputes and literary 
polemics. A consciousness of possessing the interpretative keys 
to the literature of the past and of the difference of present 
conditions from those of the past put these learned poets in the 
position to adopt and maintain precise and clearly argued 
positions at the theoretical level, which were sometimes in sharp 
conflict with each other. This is the case with the famous querelle 


on the pre-eminence of long-form poetry (the epic poem) or 
short-form poetry (elegy, epigram), which we will discuss at 
more length in relation to Callimachus and Apollonius Rhodius. 

An objective detail should be remembered too. Most of the 
poetry of the Hellenistic Age is from the third or at most the 
earlier second century, while we have very little of the poetry 
written from the mid-second and the first century B.C., which 
had a very important influence on Latin poetry. And what we 
have was largely written in Alexandria, or at least has links to 
that city. The only exception, among the poetic genres, is the 
comedy of Menander, whose theatre was in Athens, as we have 
seen. This explains why one often speaks of “Alexandrian 
poetry” practically as a synonym for “Hellenistic poetry.” A 
similar point can be made, mutatis mutandis, about the sciences 
and the work of philologists and grammarians (cf. The Hellenistic 
Age III 1 and VI 1.1). 


1.2 The poetic genres 


When the refined poetry gave up the link between text and 
music and lost the close connection between poetic composition 
and the specific occasion of performance and song (public 
religious festivals, the symposium, victories in contests, and so 
on), one of the most significant effects was the abandonment of 
the complex rhythmic and metrical system that had 
characterised the lyric output of the Archaic and Classical Ages. 
The varied and complex metrical structures were far removed 
from the needs and sensibility of the contemporary culture. The 
loss in competence by the public and perhaps by the poets too 
in relation to the earlier lyric metres, which had been matched 
to the rhythmic modes of performing music and song, caused a 
profound change in how the various possibilities of Greek metre 
were deployed, moving towards a simplification, in terms that 
need to be explained carefully. It should come as no surprise 
that a considerable part of the profuse efforts that the 
Alexandrian philologists devoted to the study of past poetic 
texts, above all lyric and dramatic texts, aimed to reconstruct the 


metrical and rhythmic structures. 

In the poetic output of the period there was a widespread 
use of traditional metrical forms that had a simple and repetitive 
structure, which was therefore easy to recognise. The dactylic 
hexameter continued to be employed mostly in the 
insuppressible genre of epic (by Apollonius Rhodius and others) 
and in the derived form of the short mythological poem or 
epyllion, which means “little epos” in Greek (by Philitas, 
Callimachus, Theocritus and others). The epy/lion was a new 
genre, a new form of epos: its essential elements consist in the 
fact that the heroes are brought down from their epic grandeur 
and acquire more “bourgeois” characters; the content is 
restricted to brief, well-chosen episodes, and all the better if 
they are unusual and exquisite; the linguistic choices sets up a 
rivalry with earlier epic, as a competitive imitation played out 
through deft procedures of reprising and distancing from the 
prestigious model. The dactylic hexameter was also used, 
naturally, in the long works in verse on scientific topics, shaped 
by didactic poetry (Aratus, Nicander: this genre was codified in 
the Hellenistic Age itself, as has already been noted: cf. The 
Archaic Age II 3.2), and in the new genre of the pastoral or 
bucolic idyll (Theocritus), but also in the distinctive solution of 
Callimachus’ Hymns. As well as the hexameter, the elegiac 
distich (one hexameter and one pentameter) enjoyed great 
success too. This is a stanza of epodic type characteristic of 
elegy and epigram, two lyric genres from the past that survived 
into the poetic production of the Hellenistic Age (Philitas, 
Callimachus, Theocritus and the extensive output of epigrams). 
With their simplicity and an identical metre, these two poetic 
forms were distinguished rather by content and tone: elegy is 
emotional and elevated in style; epigram is confidential, 
quotidian and immediate. 

However, it would be mistaken to think in superficial terms 
of a mere simplification in Hellenistic metre, one aimed only at 
eliminating the great variety and complex rhythmic articulations 
of archaic and classical poetry. It suffices to think of the 
incredible polymetry of Callimachus’ collection of Jambi to see 


that the issue is more nuanced, not to mention the considerable 
number of Greek metres that take their names from poets of the 
Hellenistic Period. The experimentalism of Hellenistic- 
Alexandrian poetry does not bypass the metrical forms. Sadly 
much of it is lost, but the asclepiadean line certainly owes its 
name to Asclepiades of Samos (whom we shall discuss shortly in 
relation to epigram), even though his “lyric” compositions in 
these metres do not survive, and the sotadean is named after 
Sotades, a contemporary of Callimachus, from whom a few 
fragments do at least survive (though we do not know if it is true 
that he rewrote the Iliad in lines of this type). The choliambic 
verse that the archaic poet Hipponax made famous was used by 
Herodas, by Phoenix of Colophon and by Callimachus in the 
Iambi, a collection in which many different metres were used, as 
we have noted: iambic trimeters, trochaic tetrameters catalectic 
and many others borrowed from archaic lyric. 

A phenomenon of major historical importance was the use 
in stichic form, and hence as recitative, of many metrical 
sequences that had previously been used within large strophic 
compositions, sung and accompanied by music. Lines like the 
phalaecian, the glyconic and the pherecratean are known to us 
by these names not because they were originally so called. 
Originally they formed parts of large and complex metrical- 
rhythmic structures, which followed the lyric-musical 
modulation of the composition and performance in archaic and 
classical poetry. The name of the phalaecian is due to the 
Hellenistic poet Phalaecus, the glyconic to Glycon, the 
pherecratean to Pherecrates the comic poet, and these figures 
(whose works are for the most part sadly lost) used them in 
stichic series, in a declaimed recitative without music. Thus 
metrical forms that were originally part of a sequence now 
become autonomous sequences themselves, lines used singly in 
series. It was an epochal change, linked to the change in kinds 
of composition and performance, or rather to the fact that 
certain metrical structures were used with different functions 
from those for which they had been created and had been used 
for centuries. The change was decisive also for the way these 


metrical forms would be adopted in Latin poetry. 


2 Elegy and epigram 
2.1 Elegy 
2.1.1 Narrative elegy: myth and love 


The poem in elegiac distichs, a tradition that went back to the 
Archaic Age, was one of the forms practised most in the 
Hellenistic Age. Unfortunately very little has been preserved of 
the vast output in elegiacs during that period, leaving just rare 
fragments from certain authors. We must therefore adopt 
considerable caution in interpretation, since it may be 
inappropriate to extend mechanically to the entire genre 
characteristics that emerge from what survives. 

One of the most significant aspects of this poetry is its 
narrative character. The poem was centred on telling an episode 
and describing the background, setting, emotions and mental 
state. The narrative content was generally drawn from myth, of 
which the poets demonstrated a careful and cultivated 
knowledge, often choosing lesser known variants less often 
treated by their predecessors. The search for the rare and exotic 
detail is a widespread characteristic in Hellenistic poetry and 
there is no doubt that this kind of taste is present in the poets, 
as we will see many times. Admittedly, we cannot but wonder 
how our present-day evaluation of what was more or less 
widespread and common in ancient poetry has been influenced 
by the loss of so much archaic and classical poetry on 
mythological themes, from cyclic narrative to tragedy, lyrical 
narrative and elegy itself. In particular, we should not overlook 
the fact that recent papyrological publications have 
demonstrated the existence of archaic elegy of a mythological- 
narrative type, which contained an account of a circumscribed 
episode from the mythical tradition within a frame provided by a 


real occasion (Archilochus: cf. The Archaic Age III 2.2). As regards 
themes, the elegiac poets of the Hellenistic Age generally 
privileged love stories drawn from the mythic repertoire, 
representing them with effects of pathos, sometimes more 
subtle, sometimes more intense. As far as we can tell, a special 
place was held by love stories that were asymmetric and 
unhappy. Alongside the use of myth, space was also given to the 
individual emotional experience, which often took on the 
appearance of an intimate confession inspired by 
autobiographical events (similarly to what was done in the 
Nanno of Mimnermus). For elegy of subjective-amorous type, a 
classical precedent is usually seen in the Lyde of Antimachus of 
Colophon (fourth century B.C.), written in distichs, which took its 
title from the woman beloved by the poet and which recounted 
unhappy loves from myth, with a consolatory aim (cf. The 
Classical Age VII 1.4). 

Another aspect typical of Hellenistic elegy is aetiology 
(aittoAoyia), that is, poetry in the form of investigation and 
revelation of the “cause” (aittov, aition) or origin of religious 
and cultural phenomena and traditions and of names and 
objects, causes often found in mythological episodes. Already 
present in the mythographic tradition of archaic and classical 
Greece, among the Alexandrians the taste for the “cause” (the 
aition) became an aspect of professional research into the past, 
a “scientific” instrument of antiquarian study, which aimed to 
explain the “causes” of phenomena and traditions that could 
still be observed in the present. It is typical of the Hellenistic 
mentality that the erudite interest in causes/origins became a 
literary taste, with a conspicuous presence in poetry: out of this, 
aetiological poetry was born, especially in the form of elegy. The 
most important and significant instance of aetiological elegy is 
the collection by Callimachus called simply Aetia (i.e. Causes). 
This survives in fragmentary form, but enough of it has been 
recovered to offer important information on the characteristics 
of the genre, as we will see in the chapter on Callimachus. 


2.1.2 Philitas of Cos 


Philitas is the first of the poet-philologists, that is, a Hellenistic 
intellectual committed to working, at the same time and in an 
organic way, in both poetic composition and erudite philological 
research. It is not just a commonplace to record that the two 
spheres influenced each other in a profound way that allowed 
these authors to produce artistic creations that were highly 
learned and sophisticated, together with detailed and 
documented literary researches. We will meet this convergence 
of erudite creation and creative erudition several times among 
the poets of this period, for whom Philitas is a perfect opening 
figure. 

A native of the island of Cos, Philitas (or, in a different 
spelling, Philetas) lived from 340 to 285 B.C. approximately. He 
spent part of his life at Alexandria, where he was summoned 
probably a little before 300 by Ptolemy I Soter to be the teacher 
of the future Ptolemy II Philadelphus. He returned to his native 
island, perhaps after around a decade, and on Cos he founded a 
poetic coterie - it seems that Theocritus took part in it as well as, 
perhaps, Zenodotus - which promoted the ideal of a cultured, 
refined and exclusive poetry. 

Of Philitas’ verse works all that remains are meagre 
fragments and testimonia transmitted through the indirect 
tradition. Nonetheless, we can get an idea of his poetics and 
identify a number of aspects that would be adopted by later 
Hellenistic poets and also by the Latin poets of the Augustan 
Period. Latin poets of the first century B.C., especially Propertius 
and Ovid, ascribed to Philitas a fundamental role in the area of 
the elegiac genre. It is likely that Latin love elegy owed 
something, and perhaps a lot, to the influence of Philitas’ 
elegies for a woman called Bittis (or Battis), but unfortunately 
not even a single line survives that can be securely assigned to 
them. Brief fragments are preserved of an elegy entitled 
Demeter. The poet was perhaps alluding to the mythical tradition 
of the visit of Demeter to Cos during her wanderings in search 
of her daughter Persephone or Chore, which would offer an 
aition of the cult of this goddess on the island. In a little poem in 
hexameters, or epyllion (cf. The Hellenistic Age IV 1.2), entitled 


Hermes, the story of Odysseus’ stay at the court of Aeolus 
allowed Philitas to narrate the secret love affair between the 
hero and the king’s daughter Polymele while accentuating the 
lyricism of the emotional elements of the story in a way 
unknown in traditional epic. Among his poetic works, the 
sources record two other collections (though according to some 
these are just two different titles for the same work), though we 
do not know whether they were totally or partially in elegiac 
distichs: the Naiyvia (Paignia, literally “Jokes,” “Games” or 
“Light Verse”, that is, poetry that is lighthearted in tone or 
content), and the Epigrams. 

We have seen in the chapter on philology that Philitas 
conducted his philological activity predominantly on the 
Homeric poems, as is attested indirectly but clearly by the 
polemical work Against Philitas written in the second century B.C. 
by Aristarchus of Samothrace. The erudite study of poetry bore 
fruit in the composition of a lexicographical work that was quite 
well known in the ancient world, which collected rare and 
difficult terms in the Homeric language and technical 
terminology. This was the work ‘Ataktot yAWooat (Ataktoi 
Gléssai) or simply ‘Atakta (Atakta, i.e. “difficult words”, not in 
alphabetical order). 


2.1.3 Hermesianax of Colophon 


One of Philitas’ pupils was Hermesianax of Colophon, author of 
a three-book poem in elegiac distichs entitled Leontion 
(Aedvttov), from the name of the beloved woman. By recounting 
the events of his unhappy love, the poet aimed to demonstrate 
the omnipotence of Eros. Book I told, for example, the 
unrequited love of the cyclops Polyphemus for the nymph 
Galatea and described erotic situations in a bucolic setting (we 
will meet these motifs again in the poetry of Theocritus). A long 
fragment preserves 98 lines of Book III, which collect in 
catalogue form the unhappy loves of famous poets and 
philosophers, from the mythical Orpheus and Musaeus down to 


the contemporary Philitas. The manner is that of Hesiod’s 
Catalogue of Women, which is alluded to by borrowing its 
presentation scheme and by the special position given to Hesiod 
among the poets. The characteristics of this singular work 
include homage to the poetic tradition (in the succession of 
poets, a kind of acknowledgement of the poet’s own artistic and 
intellectual ancestry), interest in the elegiac theme of unhappy 
love, a taste for biography and literary history and a recherché 
style. The work unites in a curious way themes of the “literary 
history” type and those of love elegy. It is possible that we 
should attribute to Hermesianax a fragment in elegiac distichs 
preserved on a papyrus of the second century B.C. (Suppl. Hell. 
970) that speaks, among other things, of the Calydonian boar- 
hunt. 


2.1.4 Phanocles 


In the same poetic line as Hermesianax is Phanocles, of 
unknown birthplace, who likewise lived in the first half of the 
second century B.C. In the manner of Hermesianax, Phanocles 
composed an elegiac collection entitled "Epwtec rf KaAoi (Love 
Affairs, or Beautiful Boys), structured according to the catalogue 
scheme and containing the narration of unhappy loves. Unlike 
Hermesianax, however, Phanocles did not recount the stories of 
human characters, such as poets and philosophers, but the 
loves between gods and heroes: Dionysus and Adonis, Tantalus 
and Ganymedes, and others. As is clear from the title, the myths 
Phanocles narrated concerned exclusively pederastic love. In 
one fragment we find Orpheus in love with a boy and torn to 
pieces by the women of Thrace for having introduced male 
homosexuality. It seems that every episode included an aition. It 
has been proposed that the same second-century B.C. papyrus 
discussed in relation to Hermesianax (Suppl. Hell. 970) should be 
assigned rather to Phanocles. 


2.1.5 Simmias (or Simias) of Rhodes 


A contemporary of Philitas was Simmias of Rhodes, who 
pursued not only grammatical activity, but also various genres 
of poetry, including elegy. We have a notice about, and two 
remaining lines of, a composition of his entitled The Months, 
which narrated myths connected to the festivals of the year, 
following a scheme later adopted by the Latin poet Ovid in the 
Fasti. He also wrote epigrams and a collection of G/osses. We will 
say more later about his “figured” poems. 


2.1.6 Alexander the Aetolian 


We have already had reason to discuss Alexander the Aetolian, 
who was active in the first decades of the third century B.C. as 
an author of tragedy (he was numbered among the poets of the 
“Pleiad,” cf. The Hellenistic Age II 2.2) and as a scholar of tragedy 
and satyr drama in the first generation of Alexandrian 
philologists (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2); he also wrote 
epigrams. In the present context he should be mentioned for his 
elegiac poetry, attested by fragments of the Apollo, which 
recalled unhappy loves prophesied by that god (a little over 
thirty lines survive), and also fragments of his Muses, in which 
stories of poetic contests provide the opportunity to depict 
famous poets (less than twenty lines survive). These two works 
illustrate a need to establish an element of thematic unity, which 
we will see is a recurring characteristic of the Hellenistic elegy 
collections and which finds its most distinguished expression in 
the Aetia of Callimachus. We know that Alexander the Aetolian 
also tried his hand at other genres of poetry, such as epyllia and 
epigrams. 


2.1.7 Parthenius of Nicaea 


Parthenius lived in the first century B.C. Originally from Nicaea 
in Asia Minor, he was brought to Rome as a captive in 73. Freed 
from slave status, he devoted himself to teaching - Vergil was 

one of his students - and to spreading knowledge and study of 


Greek poetry, within which he preferred the works and the 
poetics of Callimachus. Parthenius contributed to the diffusion 
at Rome of the particular form of elegiac collection structured 
around the catalogue of unhappy loves. Among his works we 
may note the Sufferings in Love (dedicated to his patron 
Cornelius Gallus), a collection of thirty-six stories in prose about 
unhappy love affairs narrated by poets and historians; and a 
work, perhaps in elegiac distichs, entitled Metamorphosis 
(probably similar to that of Ovid). A few fragments remain from 
other elegies. He also wrote epyllia and epicedia. The epicedion 
that he wrote on the death of his wife, in three books with the 
title Arete, was famous. It is also interesting that he translated 
into Latin some works of the poet Euphorion. 


2.2 Epigram 
2.2.1 The origins of epigrammatic poetry 


The Greek term éttiypaupa (epigramma) clearly expresses the 
origin of this poetic genre: a carved or incised text, an 
inscription placed on an object (stone, metal or ceramic), the 
aim of which would generally be to honour or commemorate 
someone. We have many testimonia to this usage in the Archaic 
and Classical Ages. The earliest finds bearing inscriptions date to 
the second half of the eighth century B.C., a period fairly close to 
the reintroduction of writing into Greece (cf. Introduction 3.2, The 
Archaic Age II 1.4.3), for example the famous Nestor’s Cup, on 
which a three-line epigram is inscribed (an iambic trimeter 
catalectic followed by two dactylic hexameters), which 
announced the name of the owner and the function of the 
object. Using a mimetic expressive convention that would be 
widespread and long-lasting in epigrammatic poetry, the author 
of the three lines pretends that the words are being spoken by 
the object itself on which they are written, beginning by saying 
“Tam the cup of Nestor.” 

Numerous anonymous inscriptions preserve examples of 


epigrammatic poetry that are funerary or votive in type. The 
former are found above all on funeral stelae that commemorate 
the deceased, while the latter are generally dedication 
inscriptions to divinities, inscribed on monuments or on objects 
offered to the god in a sanctuary or some other sacred place. 
The fact that these texts needed to be carved on stone or metal 
is perhaps the origin of their traditional brevity and incisive 
expression. They often comprise just one line (a monostich) or 
couplet (a distich). A consequence of the brevity of the text is the 
forceful concision of the style, which in a few words informs the 
reader of the person commemorated or the deity to whom the 
offering is made, sometimes with a reference to the 
circumstances of death or the reasons for making the offering 
and a mention of some other detail thought worthy of note (for 
example the virtues of the deceased). The most common metre 
in the Archaic Age is the dactylic hexameter, but already from 
the sixth century B.C. the elegiac distich had become the usual 
metre for epigram. Yet examples do also exist of compositions 
in iambic trimeters or trochaic tetrameters. 

Later traditions attribute works of epigrammatic character 
to poets of the Archaic Age, such as Archilochus, Simonides and 
even Homer (cf. The Archaic Age II 1.10.5). While the case of 
Homer is clearly a construction made a posteriori, we are not 
able to establish the reliability or authenticity of these 
attributions to archaic poets, nor the motives that gave rise to 
them. However, it is likely that epigram made an early entrance, 
though perhaps a discreet one, into the mainstream of poetry 
by named authors, in addition to the more widespread, 
everyday production of anonymous and craftsmanlike epigrams 
tied to events in life that we have noted. 


2.2.2 The epigram in the Classical Age 


While the characteristics of the epigram took shape in the 
Archaic Age - a primarily votive and funerary purpose, brevity, 
stylistic concision, elegiac distich - during the Classical Age the 


genre enjoyed a great diffusion and popularity, above all in 
Attica, and was also influenced by other lyric forms (particularly 
elegy) and by theatre. The epigrammatic style began to accept 
stylistic and rhetorical solutions borrowed from other genres, 
which brought it to a high degree of refinement and led even 
famous authors to try their skill in the genre. From Euripides an 
epigram of a single distich is recorded, composed for the 
Athenian fallen in the Sicilian expedition during the 
Peloponnesian War, and there is an epigram attributed to Plato 
(cf. The Classical Age XIII 2.1). In this way, probably under the 
influence of the great lyrics composed in the Archaic Period to 
honour the fallen of famous battles - we may recall above all the 
thrénoi and encomia of Simonides for the battles of 
Thermopylae, Marathon, Cape Artemisium, Salamis and Plataea 
- the epigram emerged from a specific position and purpose 
linked to situations of private life, and its standing as a literary 
genre in the full sense came to be established ever more firmly. 

The final step in the literary evolution of the epigram was 
taken when the term itself to some degree lost its strict 
etymological sense and began to designate not only texts 
inscribed on funerary stelae or votive objects, but also in general 
a brief and summary composition in elegiac distichs that took as 
topic specific moments and occasions of private life: the 
epigram ceased to be an inscription and became a text written 
in an inscriptional style. The original occasion did not disappear 
entirely, but for the most part it remained as a fictitious pretext 
and literary convention. 


2.2.3 The Hellenistic epigram and the epigrammatic “schools” 


We have mentioned the radical difference of Hellenistic poetry 
from the lyric of Archaic and Classical times. The disappearance 
of the musical accompaniment and occasions of public 
performance - fundamental elements of the lyric genres of the 
Archaic and Late-Archaic Periods - had resulted in the 
transformation of poetic texts into works intended essentially 


for declamation or reading in restricted, limited circles, in a 
manner that is close to that of our own times. While, as we have 
seen, elegy enjoyed a new heyday with new connotations, we 
can say that epigrammatic poetry continued to be practised 
without interruption, enjoying in the Hellenistic Period a 
renewed and fruitful productivity and becoming autonomous as 
a true literary genre which attracted poets who practised it as 
their primary output. Like elegy, epigram responded to the new 
taste and to the demands of a conception of poetry that 
favoured short and elegant works, the little gem ina 
lighthearted tone. Differently from elegy, the epigrammatic 
genre made it possible to express subjective thoughts and 
feelings in more immediate and personal tones, using direct 
references and a more relaxed style. On the other hand, a 
characteristic trait that epigram shares with elegy is a subjective 
and autobiographical focus, both being expressions of a more 
varied range of individual sentiments and attitudes, and 
epigram clearly accentuates this - though of course with a high 
level of conventionality in form and content, as a literature 
founded upon other literature. 

The Hellenistic epigram maintained the traditional themes 
(essentially funerary and votive), but complemented them with 
other motifs from private life, primarily love and the banquet, 
which had once been hymned in the form of symposial melic 
poetry. Other elements that were much practised include the 
Exppaotc (ekphrasis), or description of objects or works of art; 
satire of particular social figures; epitreptic motifs, i.e. moral 
exhortation; topics and settings of a bucolic type; and, much 
more rarely, political and civic themes. The occasions for song 
were usually fictitious, conventional pretexts, a practice that 
began with the literary epigram and was in accord with the 
contemporary poetics, which tended to see the work of art as an 
end in itself rather than as responding to an external purpose of 
any kind. And so, to give one example, funerary epigrams 
continued to be written as if they were to be incised in stone, 
and hence often included an address to the passer-by, even 
though they were in reality book-poems intended for the page. 


The original aspects of style - the brevity and incisive expression 
- remained typical of the genre, but it was an element of its 
poetic conventionality and certainly not a necessity owed to the 
space available on an object to be inscribed. The book-based 
purpose of the texts favoured the production of works in a 
number of distichs that was slightly higher than what had been 
traditional. An essential aspect of great importance is that the 
poetics of the period called for the pursuit of subtle and 
elaborate refinement in expression, which came into conflict 
with the traditional pared-down style of epigram. This moved it 
away from the standards of its early simplicity and permitted 
and favoured conscious literary games, such as the mixing of 
stylistic registers, learned and recherché allusion, wordplay, the 
pointe (a barb or joke, often deployed at the end of the poem) 
and similar elements. 

We have thus outlined some general characteristics of 
Hellenistic epigram. Yet within the large epigrammatic output of 
the period it is usual to distinguish some approaches or 
“schools,” on the basis of certain choices in style and content 
made by different authors, which has led to them being indeed 
quite differentiated. It is a useful grouping for the purposes of 
explanation and literary history, but it needs to be noted that 
the definition of “school” is purely a matter of convenience and 
does not correspond to any real link or association among the 
poets. And it is necessary to add also that the differences appear 
clear down to the mid-second century B.C., whereas thereafter 
they tend to become ever more blurred. 


2.2.4 The “Peloponnesian school” 


A group of authors working in a Doric setting and language are 
assigned to the so-called “Peloponnesian school.” In this case, 
the idea of a school is particularly vague and perhaps functions 
primarily as a counterpart to the “Ionian-Alexandrian” school 
(see below). The poets of the “Peloponnesian school” favoured 
simple depictions of landscape and natural scenes and chose a 


style full of imagery and rich in adjectives. 

The female poets Anyte of Tegea (in Arcadia) and Nossis of 
Epizephyrian Locri (in Calabria) lived in the fourth to third 
century B.C. Anyte was very famous. Her fellow citizens 
dedicated a statue to her and she was called “the lady Homer.” 
Around twenty of her epigrams remain, including epicedia on 
the death of animals, descriptions of landscape or little genre 
scenes. The freshness of the imagery and the delicate notes of 
the style give her poetry distinctive tones and colour. Nossis 
refers in an epigram to her aristocratic family and eulogises a 
victory of her fellow countrymen over the people of the 
Bruttians. She was famous above all as a poet of love and seems 
to have taken Sappho as model and inspiration: a special 
affection for Aphrodite is evident, also in the votive epigrams, 
and in some portraits feminine beauty is described with grace 
and sensitivity. Sadly only twelve of her epigrams survive. 

Leonidas of Tarentum travelled a great deal. Born in the 
prestigious Spartan-Peloponnesian colony of Tarentum, he 
moved from there to Epirus shortly after the Roman conquest 
(272 B.C.) and travelled throughout Greece and perhaps also in 
Asia Minor. We have around a hundred epigrams attributed to 
him (for the most part funerary or dedicatory), in which he 
speaks of his own deracinated, wandering life and of the poverty 
that dogged him. We find an interest in people of humble 
standing, such as herders, hunters, spinners and fishers (who 
dedicate their working tools as offerings), and a taste for 
realistic description of objects and craft products. There are also 
fictitious funerary poems for great poets of the past, such as 
Homer, Hipponax and Pindar, ecphrastic epigrams upon famous 
sculptures and a certain taste for macabre scenes and 
pessimistic tones. It was perhaps an original creation of 
Leonidas to compose obscene epigrams in honour of Priapus, a 
divinity of the fields, which gave rise to a genuine subgenre 
which was quite popular among Latin poets, the Carmina 
Priapea. 

We will mention just two other poets, who imitated Leonidas 
and Anyte very closely. Simmias of Rhodes has already been 


discussed in relation to elegy: he also wrote epigrams, of which 
six have survived. Mnasalces of Sicyon in the Argolid flourished 
around the mid-third century: eighteen epigrams remain. 


2.2.5 The “Ionian-Alexandrian school” 


A different style and themes were preferred by the poets of the 
so-called “Ionian-Alexandrian school,” who were active in the 
main cultural centres of the Hellenistic Age (in the Ionian area 
and at Alexandria). Advocates of a refined and worldly culture, 
they wrote an urbane poetry with little inclination towards 
bucolic sentimentalism or lyrical descriptions. The themes of 
love and of the symposium are central inspirations for the 
authors of this group. They express their state of mind and the 
momentary, one-off situation, celebrate the concrete pleasure of 
a life without too many troubles, the love is physical and 
material and the pessimistic and pensive tones are absent. The 
style is usually sober and concise and aims for a very studied 
and refined simplicity, an elegance able to present itself as fresh 
and fluent, despite being the result of an exceptional /abor limae 
and exquisite technique. It is a poetry of literary and aristocratic 
circles far removed from humble and popular settings, imbued 
with a sense of intellectual superiority that gives rise to a refined 
artistry fully conscious of its own characteristics. The poets 
working in this current include Alexander the Aetolian (see 
above), from whom we have two epigrams of uncertain 
attribution, and others whom we will discuss in more detail 
later, especially Aratus of Soli and Callimachus of Cyrene. Other 
than these, the main poets of the group are Asclepiades, 
Posidippus and Hedylus. 

Asclepiades of Samos also worked in lyrical metres (the 
relevant poems are lost), giving his name to the asclepiadean 
verses. He lived in the late fourth to mid-third century B.C. and is 
regarded by the ancient tradition as one of the main adversaries 
of Callimachus in the matter of poetics. We have thirty-three 
securely attributed epigrams and fourteen doubtful ones. For 


the most part these are erotic and address hetairai or boys. The 
theme of love prevails, touching on a great range of varying 
aspects, with an extraordinary variation in treatments, which 
runs from a lighthearted attitude to burning passion, from 
tormented desire to jokes, from delicacy to lasciviousness. In 
many epigrams the erotic theme is sung against the 
background of the symposium, accompanied by a taste for 
drinking and the sentiment of carpe diem. 

Posidippus of Pella (in Macedonia) and Hedylus of Samos 
lived in the mid-third century. Posidippus travelled a great deal 
in the Greek world and Egypt, and was a proxenos (ambassador) 
of the Aetolian Confederacy. It seems that he wrote poems 
intended for real monuments in various places. Of his work, 
until a few years ago we knew only thirty epigrams, not all of 
them securely attributed, in which he at times revealed a more 
pompous and prolix style than the other poets of the group. 
Many of them are on erotic topics and recall the manner of 
Asclepiades, though in a way that feels a little more affected and 
contrived. A lucky papyrus discovery (P.Mil. Vogl. VIII 309) has 
allowed us to recover another hundred epigrams unknown until 
now, arranged in a collection that is subdivided by theme 
(concerning gemstones, auspices, votive, funerary themes, for 
statues, etc.). Our picture of Posidippus’ poetic physiognomy 
has thus been notably enriched and we can appreciate how he 
adheres perfectly to the themes and taste of the most refined 
and polished epigrammatic poetry of the Hellenistic Age. 

Hedylus’ mother was an elegiac poet called Hedyle and, like 
Asclepiades, he came from the island of Samos. There he seems 
to have founded a kind of literary circle, which acknowledged 
Asclepiades as its master and model for a poetry marked by joie 
de vivre and a taste for the pleasures of eros and the banquet. 
Hedylus, too, imitates Asclepiades, though he does not reach 
the same standard. Yet, since we have only around ten of his 
epigrams, our picture of him may be misleading. 

Many other epigrammatic poets lived in this period, minor 
figures who worked primarily in the spirit of Callimachus and 
Asclepiades. The period from the final years of the fourth to the 


mid-third century B.C. was thus the first great heyday of the 
Hellenistic epigram. The strength of the output and the way it 
caught on so widely meant that the work of this period 
immediately became a canonical model and point of reference. 
In the final decades of the third and in the second century, the 
genre was continued by followers who tended not to be 
especially original. Two of the more notable figures are 
Dioscorides and Alcaeus of Messene. 

Dioscorides of Alexandria was active in the second half of 
the third century B.C. We have around forty of his epigrams, 
mostly from the funerary and erotic genres. Among the love 
epigrams, his distinctive trait is a more uninhibited realism. In 
the field of funerary epigram, we find a rich series of epitaphs 
for poets, from Sappho to contemporaries, which reveals an 
interest in literary forms that is not common among exponents 
of this genre. But what is notable above all is his celebration of 
the Spartan fighters fallen in war, understandable in the period 
in which many Greeks took the side of Sparta and of the 
Aetolian Confederacy against the policy of the Achaean 
Confederacy, which collaborated first with Macedonia and then 
with Rome. It was a political positioning that derives, once again, 
from the Greek cities’ hopes for freedom and deliverance. A 
literary reflex of this is “doricism,” which is found in celebrations 
of civil and military ideals linked to the traditional image of the 
Doric tribe and to Sparta in particular. 

In the same context, the Philo-Laconian commitment is 
shared by Alcaeus of Messene, the most political of the 
Hellenistic epigrammatic poets. He lived in the second half of 
the third and the early second century and is an isolated voice in 
the panorama of Hellenistic epigrammatic poetry, in the 
aggressive tone (with an iambic flavour) of his poems addressed 
against Philip V of Macedonia. In one epigram, which according 
to Plutarch was on everyone’s lips, he describes in sarcastic 
tones the defeat of Philip at Cynoscephalae (197 B.C.), painting 
the fleeing king as like the swiftest of deer. He trusted the 
proclamation of Greek freedom by the Roman consul Titus 
Quinctius Flamininus in 196 and celebrated the event with an 


encomiastic epigram. Fewer than twenty epigrams survive, 
including some fictitious epitaphs for poets. 


2.2.6 The “Phoenician school” 


The cultural career of the so-called “Phoenician school” ran 
from the second to the first century B.C. Its name derives from 
the fact that its best known exponents originated in the 
Phoenician area: Antipater of Sidon, Meleager of Gadara and 
Philodemus of Gadara. These authors brought to the highest 
level the tendency towards literary and rhetorical reworkings of 
funerary, erotic and votive motifs, as can be seen especially in 
the taste for insistent variation on a single theme and in the 
repeated, and at times obsessive, use of recherché rhetorical 
figures. The importance of this group of epigrammatic poets lies 
above all in having formed the route by which the genre was 
diffused to Rome (Antipater was the teacher of Lutatius Catulus, 
the precursor of neoteric poetry; another epigrammatist, 
Archias of Antioch, was in close contact with Cicero) and in the 
personal and cultural distinction of, especially, its Gadarene 
exponents: Philodemus is one of the most interesting figures in 
the Graeco-Roman cultural landscape of the first century B.C. 
and made a major contribution to the diffusion of Epicureanism 
at Rome (cf. The Hellenistic Age V 3.4); Meleager, as we will see 
shortly, was author of an important epigrammatic anthology, 
which formed the earliest nucleus of the famous Palatine 
Anthology. 

Antipater of Sidon lived in the second half of the second 
century B.C. and moved to Rome, where he was present in 
poetic and intellectual circles, became the teacher of Lutatius 
Catulus and was also in contact with Cicero. We know around 
seventy of his epigrams, which were published some time 
around 125 B.C. (there is some difficulty in attributing the works, 
due to confusion with his namesake Antipater of Thessalonica, 
an epigrammatic poet of the first century B.C. to first century 
A.D.). Most of them belong to the votive and funerary genres. 


They are elegant exercises in versification, with infinite 
variations on the same themes. Imitating all that came before 
him, he sought by every means to produce pathos, a strong 
impact and a certain grandeur, deploying all the resources of his 
linguistic and rhetorical skill. 

Meleager of Gadara lived between 130 and 70 B.C. 
approximately. We get information on his life from 
autobiographical epigrams: he described himself as a Syrian 
Phoenician Greek, he was educated in Tyre and at an advanced 
age he retired to Cosa, where he died. He regarded himself as a 
spiritual follower of the Cynic philosopher Menippus of Gadara 
and in his youth he wrote Menippean satires (cf. The Classical 
Age IV 2.2.2). In the epigrams there is however no trace of Cynic 
philosophy, since, as he states in one of them (XII 101), the 
wisdom has laid down its weapons before all-powerful Eros. A 
good description of his poetry is found in his statement that he 
knew how to unite “sweet tearful Love and the Muses with the 
merry Graces” (VII 419). That is, he sang of love in its most 
varied aspects with a rare grace and light touch, with irony and 
elegance, adding imaginative variants to the re-use of 
traditional themes. We have around 130 of his epigrams which 
he himself included in his anthology entitled Garland. 

Philodemus of Gadara (110-40 B.C. ca.) came to Italy around 
70 B.C. and was an established philosopher, playing a 
fundamental role in the diffusion of Epicureanism at Rome. As a 
poet (praised by Cicero), he entered the circle of Calpurnius Piso 
and exerted a major influence on Latin poets such as Horace, 
Ovid and Propertius. He is an elegant poet, often original, 
without the artificiality and virtuoso display of Meleager. In his 
poetry the philosophical stamp can be seen clearly: frugality, 
modesty and friendship are all Epicurean themes. Love, too, is 
treated with a certain distance, without passion, and the lovers 
correspond to the ideal of the pleasant satisfaction of natural 
needs that should not disturb the mind of the sage. 


2.2.7 The tradition of anthologies of Greek epigrams 


Aside from the (very many) epigrammatic texts that have 
survived today inscribed on various objects and the (numerous) 
ones that are quoted in the indirect tradition, our knowledge of 
ancient epigrammatic production depends on the tradition of 
poetic anthologies. 

Collections of epigrams by single authors or by various 
hands must also have been compiled in the earlier Hellenistic 
Period. We have direct testimony of this in papyrus remnants 
from the third century B.C. It is also Known that in the same 
period scholars such as the Athenian Philochorus and Polemon 
of Ilium published collections of earlier inscribed epigrams. 
Around 80 B.C. Meleager of Gadara made a selection of 
epigrams composed by forty-seven authors from the sixth 
century down to his own day and collected them in an anthology 
entitled Jté@avoc (Stephanos, Greek for Crown of Flowers, 
Garland). In the proem, which survives (Anthologia Palatina IV 1), 
he assigned to each author the name of a flower or plant. The 
anthology was organised by thematic sections, each of which 
was closed with an epigram by Meleager himself, who in this 
way set himself up in an imagined competition with the 
preceding authors. The taste for the erudite collection, literary 
history and rivalry with one’s predecessors perfectly matches 
Hellenistic taste. 

Meleager’s anthology served as a model for later 
collections: we will record the main ones here. A continuation of 
his selection was produced a few decades later in the Stephanos 
of Philippus of Thessalonica, which collected epigrams by 
authors of the first century B.C. arranged alphabetically, and 
was imitated by Agathias Scholasticus, a Byzantine historian and 
poet of the sixth century A.D., whose Cycle collected and 
arranged by topic epigrams by poets of his own time. At the 
start of the tenth century, the learned Byzantine Constantine 
Cephalas, drawing on many earlier collections that he was still 
able to consult (those just mentioned, and others of lesser 
importance of which some records and some parts survive), put 
together an impressive anthology of Greek epigrammatic 
poetry. This was an undertaking that, analogously, matched the 


taste of its times for creating large-scale learned collections. 

All these collections have been lost, but the greater part of 
their content is preserved through two large later anthologies: 
the Palatine Anthology and the Planudean Anthology. The Palatine 
Anthology, which takes its name from its transmission ina 
manuscript preserved in the library of the Count Palatine at 
Heidelberg (though half the manuscript is today in the 
Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris), was compiled in the tenth 
century by an unknown editor, who used and expanded the 
collection of Cephalas. It is arranged in fifteen books, each of 
which contains epigrams that are homogeneous firstly in 
content, but also in form. For example, the erotic epigrams are 
in Book V, the votive in Book VI, the funerary in Book VII, the 
ecphrastic in Book IX, the pederastic in Book XII, and those in 
other metres than the elegiac distich in Book XIII, forming a 
total of around 3700 poems and 23,000 lines of verse. 

Either the Palatine Anthology or a collection derived from that 
of Cephalas was used, between 1299 and 1301, by the monk 
Maximus Planudes to create a collection in seven books, which 
takes its name from him as the Planudean Anthology. His 
autograph copy of it survives today. Although its overall size is 
somewhat smaller than the Palatine Anthology, the Planudean 
Anthology preserves around 390 more epigrams, which the past 
century have usually (but inappropriately) been published as 
Book XVI of the Palatine Anthology, under the purely 
conventional title Appendix Planudea. It has also become 
customary to refer to the sixteen books as a whole under the 
title, which is likewise purely conventional, the Greek Anthology. 


3 Callimachus: new poetics and philology 


3.1 Life 


The biography of Callimachus can be reconstructed, with many 
gaps and uncertainties, thanks to the Suda lexicon and some 
scattered ancient reports. He was probably born at the end of 


the fourth century B.C. in Cyrene, an ancient Greek colony on 
the Libyan shore of Africa that had been founded by citizens of 
Thera. His family was of noble origin and boasted among its 
ancestors Battus, the founder of the city. Callimachus himself 
alludes to his own origins in his works: in Epigram 35 he calls 
himself “Battiad,” i.e. “descendant of Battus” (or “son of 
Battus,” if the Suda is right in stating that this was his father’s 
name as well). The Suda explains that his family’s noble status 
was accompanied by poverty and so Callimachus had to earn his 
living by working as an elementary teacher in Alexandria, in the 
Eleusis quarter of the city. His teaching work and poverty are 
reflected in some of the poet’s verses, but, as always, a degree 
of caution is needed when attributing a precise force to 
autobiographical references that we read in poetic texts. 

A decisive turn in Callimachus’ life and career occurred when 
he came into contact with the court of Ptolemy II Philadelphus 
(283-246 B.C.) in Alexandria. Probably he soon took up a 
position within the Museum founded by the king and stayed on 
there in the first part of the reign of his successor, Ptolemy III 
Euergetes (246-221). Despite the large number of Callimachus’ 
works and the variety of his scholarly interests, it appears that 
he never held the position of émttatatngs (epistatés), the most 
senior position within the Museum. His name does not appear 
in the sources (an Oxyrhynchus papyrus and the Suda lexicon) 
that allow us to reconstruct the list of librarians of the great 
Alexandrian library: after Zenodotus, the position passed to 
Apollonius Rhodius, and Callimachus was not included in this 
succession (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2). Nonetheless, for the 
rest of his life he remained in Alexandria, in the environment of 
the royal court and its cultural institutions. 

Callimachus’ close relations with the Ptolemaic court are 
attested by frequent encomiastic references to the monarchs in 
his works. The poet must have enjoyed particular favour at the 
court of Ptolemy Euergetes, who, soon after his accession to the 
throne (in 246/5 B.C.) married Berenice, daughter of Magas, 
king of Cyrene (Callimachus’ homeland), bringing again Cyrene 
under Ptolemaic rule. This event must have particularly affected 


Callimachus, as is shown by the frequent, telling presence of 
references to Cyrene in his later works and the fact that the 
queen was the dedicatee of some of the most beautiful and 
famous poems in the Aetia, his most important and elaborate 
work: the Victory of Berenice and The Lock of Berenice. 

The date of his death, like that of his birth, is unknown, but 
should in all probability be set around 240 B.C. The latest dated 
works are those dedicated to Queen Berenice: the Lock is not 
certainly later than 246, while the Victory probably refers to a 
chariot victory at the Nemean Games of 244. 


3.2 The works 


The entry in the Byzantine Suda lexicon that gives us various 
notices on the life of Callimachus states that he wrote more than 
800 biblia (BLBALa, that is, “rolls” of papyrus: a single work might 
easily take up several rolls) and a little later it provides a list of 
titles, including poetic, dramatic and scholarly works, of which 
nothing survives (it also seems rather unlikely, given his poetic 
principles, that Callimachus wrote dramatic works). 


3.2.1 The lost works 


Some of the works in verse recorded by the Suda lexicon (Arrival 
of Io, Semele, Glaucus) had a mythological theme. There is a 
polemical intent in the little poem Ibis, a wilfully obscure poem 
full of invective against a person unknown to us, whom the 
lexicon has no hesitation in identifying as Apollonius Rhodius 
(we will see below that this identification, despite its long 
pedigree, is today considered unlikely). 

Among the prose works reported by the Suda we find a 
series of writings on topics from literature, language, 
antiquarian study and historical geography which reveal, among 
other things, a particular interest in paradoxography, that is, 
notices of strange and marvellous objects and events. For 
example we find: Table of the Glosses and Compositions of 


Democritus, Local Month-Names, Foundations of Islands and Cities 
and Their Changes of Name, On the Rivers in Europe, On Strange 
and Marvellous things in Peloponnesus and Italy, Collection of 
Marvels in All the Earth According to Localities. The authenticity of 
these learned works is debated, whereas another important 
work mentioned by the Suda and by other ancient sources is 
certainly by Callimachus: the Pinakes or Tables, in 120 rolls (the 
full title is Tables of All Those Who Were Eminent in Any Kind of 
Literature and of Their Writings). As we saw in the chapter on 
philology (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2), this was a catalogue of 
the patrimony of books assembled at the Library of Alexandria, 
which was so rich that it can be considered a kind of repository 
of Greek literature. The authors, arranged alphabetically, were 
given first a brief biography, followed by the list of works, 
quoting the incipit and noting the length of each work. Probably 
similar in kind was the work Table and Register of Dramatic 
Producers in Chronological Order from the Earliest Times, most 
likely based on similar investigations by Aristotle and ina 
Peripatetic context (Didascaliae). In the list in the Suda lexicon 
there are no hypomnémata or monographs in literary criticism, 
such as the Against Praxiphanes, the existence of which is known 
to us from other sources. 


3.2.2 The surviving and fragmentary works 


It is striking that the list in the Suda, for reasons unknown, 
completely omits all the poetic works that survive today either 
complete or in fragmentary form - the Hymns, the collection of 
elegies entitled Aetia, the Jambi, the little mythological poem 
Hecale and the Epigrams - which are today the works that form 
the profile of Callimachus the poet. 

As we will see, especially the collections of the Hymns and 
the Aetia reveal in their structure that they are the result of an 
editorial decision by Callimachus. For the first time, in a way 
quite similar to what often happens in the modern world, the 
author has also been the editor of his own texts, the philologist 


of himself, determining the precise and complex physiognomy 
of his own works by a carefully studied arrangement within the 
overall poetic collection. Evidently Callimachus composed his 
poetic texts over time, whenever the occasion for the poem 
occurred and following his inspiration. Then, in a second stage, 
he collected, ordered and arranged the poems in books 
according to a formal or thematic criterion, no differently from 
how he himself and the philologists at the Museum worked 
when editing the classical texts. 

The sequence of works intended by Callimachus in his 
edition seems to be reflected in the collection of diégéseis 
(Stnynoetc; that is, summaries or resumés in prose), transmitted 
by a papyrus of the first or second century A.D. preserved in 
Milan (P.Med. 18). The edition opened with the Aetia and 
continued with the poems in iambic metres and the short poem 
Hecale. A definite trace of Callimachus’ editorial intervention is 
the Epilogue to the Aetia (fr. 112 Pfeiffer): the poet indicates 
metaphorically that he is about to pass on to the Jambi, which 
are called the “pedestrian Muse,” in counterpoint to the 
“winged” poetry of the Aetia themselves. The Epilogue hence 
must have been composed as a conclusion to the Aetia and, at 
the same time, to create a link to the work that followed. It is 
important to note that the editorial operation thus involved not 
just a purely mechanical joining, even if a very carefully chosen 
one, but also interventions to bring the texts into harmony. 

Beginning from the edition prepared by the author, these 
works continued to be read without interruption from the 
Hellenistic to the Byzantine Age. Their favourable reception is 
attested by the quantity of the indirect tradition and the amount 
and wide diffusion, in all periods (from the end of the third 
century B.C. to at least the end of the seventh century A.D.), of 
papyrus fragments of editions, commentaries and explanatory 
summaries (the diégéseis already mentioned), as well as by 
exegetical work and commentary, which began at a very early 
stage. 

Fragments of a papyrus (preserved in Lille and dated to the 
late third or early second century B.C.) written in a period quite 


close to Callimachus’ own time provide the start of Book III of 
the Aetia intercalated with explanatory notes, showing that great 
interest must have been generated by his works, and exegetical 
study on them must have developed at an early stage. 

The Hymns and a fair number of Epigrams have been 
preserved in late collections of hymnographic and epigrammatic 
poetry respectively (which we will discuss more specifically 
later), having entered these collections after being excerpted 
from the edition of Callimachus. Yet the majority of Callimachus’ 
poetic work did not make it through the sifting of the Byzantine 
Era. This serious gap is only partly bridged by the indirect 
tradition and the substantial finds on papyrus and parchment, 
which have restored to us in the course of the past century a 
considerable number of fragments of these works (a number 
that has been increasing over the past few decades, raising 
hopes for new acquisitions in the future). 


3.3 The Hymns 


The Byzantine manuscript tradition has preserved a group of six 
Hymns by Callimachus dedicated to divinities and religious 
festivals. Parts of these are also attested by many fragments on 
papyrus and parchment that range in date from the first century 
B.C. to the sixth/ seventh century A.D. 

As we have seen in relation to the lyric poetry of the Archaic 
Age, the hymn (Uyvoc) was one of the earliest forms of choral 
lyric (cf. The Archaic Age III 1.2.3; we remember the hymns of 
Alcman, Pindar, Bacchylides), with the fundamental 
characteristic of praising a divinity or hero on the occasion of a 
public religious festival. The surviving Homeric Hymns, composed 
in hexameters, include a notable narrative section on the stories 
of the god in question and probably formed a sort of 
prooemium that the rhapsodes would present before they 
performed passages of epic, so these would be hymns that were 
not sung but recited. Certain lyric hymns intended for the 
symposium had a different form and manner of performance, 
for example those composed by Alcaeus. At an unknown date 


between the sixth and thirteenth century A.D., a collection was 
made of hymns by various authors, a kind of selection of Greek 
hymnographic poetry, which has survived in a few manuscripts. 
It runs from the Homeric Hymns to those of the Neoplatonic 
philosopher Proclus (fifth century A.D.) and also contains the 
Hymns of Callimachus, which have been preserved in the 
Byzantine manuscript tradition thanks to this collection. 

The order in which the six works are arranged seems to 
correspond to a precise and coherent logic, so it is probable that 
it goes back to the editorial arrangement of Callimachus himself 
and that this was respected in the transmission. The first four 
hymns (To Zeus, To Apollo, To Artemis, To Delos) have traditional 
characteristics, being composed in an epic-Ionic dialect and with 
a “cletic” structure and content, that is, as an invocation of a 
divinity whose attributes are listed and whose merits are 
illustrated by narrating mythical episodes. These first four 
hymns revolve around the gods Zeus (Hymn 1) and Apollo (Hymn 
2-4), as well as the human figures associated with them - 
namely kings and poets - whose reciprocal relationship came to 
hold special importance in Hellenistic culture. 

The collection closes with two hymns (On the Bath of Pallas 
and To Demeter) that differ from the previous ones in some 
shared characteristics, including the decision to use the Doric 
dialect (rather than the traditional Ionic diction of epic) and their 
structure, which centres on a detailed narration of a mythical 
episode. This decision to give room to a mythical tale connected 
to cult has been seen as a direct influence from contemporary 
narrative elegy. However, the most significant trait shared by 
these two hymns is their “mimetic” character, that is, the 
attempt by the author to imitate and reproduce the real, lively 
atmosphere of the ritual occasion. This aspect is generally 
assigned to a late stage of Callimachus work and it is also found, 
though in less fully developed form, in the Hymn to Apollo. In 
that work, the evocation of the festival of the Carnea celebrated 
at Cyrene in honour of the god should be linked to the return of 
Cyrene to Ptolemaic rule in 246/5 B.C. 


Following the convention of the poetic and theological 
tradition, the collection opens with the Hymn to Zeus, king 
of the gods and symbol of regal power. The citation of a 
half-line from Hesiod (line 79, “from Zeus come kings”: cf. 
Theogony 96) begins a reflection on the privileged 
relationship between Zeus and rightful sovereigns and 
introduces the praises of Ptolemy Philadelphus (or, 
according to others, his father Ptolemy Soter). This poem 
is considered to be the earliest of the group. 


The three hymns that follow (Hymns 2-4) all centre on the 
divine figure of Apollo. The importance and centrality 
given to Apollo in the collection of hymns is explained both 
by his fundamental function as the god of poetry (which is 
particularly marked in Callimachean poetics, as we will see) 
and by his role as guardian deity of Cyrene, Callimachus’ 
homeland. In Hymn 2, To Apollo, the god is celebrated by 
recalling his roles, including that of guardian of archers 
and bards and as the divinity who presides over the 
foundation of new cities. It is in this context that we find a 
recollection of the foundation of Cyrene and of the 
establishment of the festival of the Carnea. The Libyan city 
of Cyrene was the third most important venue of this 
festival, after Sparta and Thera (Thera was a colony of 
Sparta, and Cyrene a colony of Thera). The hymn ends with 
the polemical motif of the contrast between long-form and 
short-form poetry, which we will discuss again below. The 
recollection in Hymn 3, To Artemis, of the mythical story and 
attributes of Artemis, sister of Apollo, begins with a 
contrived device: the poet imagines the goddess as a child 
seated on the lap of her father Zeus, whom she asks to be 
allowed to assume the attitudes, divine attributes and shy 
and savage lifestyle that would then become typical of her. 
In the rest of the hymn, Artemis is represented with 
characteristics that are largely the same as those of her 
brother Apollo. Hymn 4, To Delos, has as its object of 
celebration the cult of Apollo practised on this Aegean 
island since the time when Latona, wandering because she 
was being pursued by Hera, gave birth there to the twins 
Apollo and Artemis. From that day forth, the island too 
stopped wandering around on the sea. Central to the 


hymn is an encomium of Ptolemy Philadelphus, whose 
birth on the island of Cos is prophesied by Apollo from his 
mother’s womb (lines 162-190). 


Hymn 5, On the Bath of Pallas (Eig Aoutpa tis NaAAdsdos), 
reflects a processional moment in the Argive cult of 
Athena. The statue of the goddess was brought to the 
bank of the river Inachus and disrobed, washed, sprinkled 
with ointment and then dressed again. The mythical 
episode on which it turns is the bath of Athena that was 
fatal to Tiresias, at that time still a boy, who was struck 
blind forever since he had accidentally seen the goddess’s 
nude body. Thereafter, moved to pity by the prayers of the 
young man’s mother, Athena granted him the gift of 
prophecy (lines 57-133). The text ends with the invitation, 
addressed to the women participating in the rite, to 
welcome the goddess. The last hymn in the collection, 
Hymn 6, is dedicated to a particular moment in the cult of 
Demeter (perhaps at Alexandria, on the model of the 
Athenian rites at Eleusis), namely the procession that 
accompanied the return to the temple of the sacred basket 
of the goddess, filled with the first fruits of the fields. The 
poem centres on the episode of Erysichthon, who was 
condemned by the goddess to the punishment of 
insatiable hunger for having impiously cut down a poplar 
sacred to her (w. 24-117). The ending of this hymn, too, is 
an invitation to the women to greet the goddess’s arrival 
in song. 


The Hymns of Callimachus no longer had the old function of 
accompanying the real processional march of the faithful at 
religious events, but have become detached from the actual 
ritual moment. Already from the moment of their creation they 
were literary texts intended for a cultivated reading public, the 
fruit of the fusion or contamination of elements of the cletic and 
narrative “Homeric” hymn with the sympotic lyric hymn. They 
are texts detached from the concrete circumstances of a cultic 
event that had tied the older hymns into precise characteristics 
of structure and content, yet they are still inscribed into this 


ancient and distinguished poetic tradition, whose typical motifs 
they develop with originality. Callimachus’ versatile personal 
approach, of innovating in relation to the tradition, emerges in 
their linguistic variety (the Homeric language in the first four 
hymns, the Doric dialect in the last two) and in their metrical 
innovations: Hymns I-IV and VI are in hexameters, in conformity 
with the model offered by the Homeric Hymns, but they present 
metrical characteristics unknown to Homer; and Hymn V is in 
elegiac distichs, perhaps in order to emphasise the influence of 
elegy - another element of mixing of genres - on the decision to 
place a narrative episode at the centre of the poem. 


3.4 The Aetia 


So far as we can tell, Callimachus’ most important work, both in 
the significance it came to hold within Hellenistic poetic theory 
and in its enormous influence on contemporary and subsequent 
authors (down to the Latin poets, above all Catullus and Ovid), is 
the Aetia. This is a collection of elegies (about forty of them have 
been identified) composed at different times and then brought 
together and arranged in four books and published by 
Callimachus himself. 

The title (in Greek Aitta, literally Causes) alludes to the 
shared character of all these works: they tell the origin of 
religious festivals, myths, cults, institutions, cities and names, in 
accord with a taste that was both erudite and poetic and which 
fits well into the context of the cultivated and refined work of 
the Alexandrian Museum. An interest in aetiology is an aspect of 
the antiquarian research of the Alexandrian philologists, with 
the aim of explaining the “causes” of the formation of traditions 
and cultural phenomena. Its transposition into poetry found an 
outlet in many genres, among which aetiological elegy holds a 
prime position (cf. The Hellenistic Age IV 2.1.1). 

The Aetia are often considered to be the outcome of 
Callimachus’ multifaceted poetic and philological activities, a 
kind of summa of his life’s work as scholar and literary figure, 
the fruit of the final years of the poet's life. This vision, while 


evocative, needs more precision. The aetiological elegies must 
have been composed at different times, but Callimachus’ old 
age - perhaps when the poet turned to producing a complete 
edition of his works - must have been the time when they were 
arranged editorially as an organic collection with a view to 
publication, dividing them into four books, inserting the elegies 
into an overall frame and composing a Prologue (in which, at line 
6, the poet declares “the decades of my years are not few”) and 
an Epilogue (where, as we have seen, we find the formula of the 
transition to the “pedestrian” poetry of the Jambi: fr. 112 Pf.). 
We will discuss the Pro/ogue further below, in the section on 
Callimachean poetics (cf. below 3.8). 

The overall structure of the collection, which can be 
reconstructed from its many surviving fragments, corresponds 
to a clear organising logic. The elegies are contained within a 
“frame” represented by the meeting and dialogue of the poet 
with the Muses. Callimachus imagines that he meets the 
goddesses of poetry in a dream, following the model of Hesiod’s 
Theogony (a model mentioned explicitly and cleverly imitated in 
fr. 2 Pf.). He presents to the Muses some questions and receives 
from them brief responses. The goddesses, as the 
personification of knowledge, allude specifically to the cultural 
heritage guarded and studied at Alexandria in the Museum, the 
“house of the Muses.” 

An example of how every individual aition is inserted into 
this macrostructure based on the fiction of the dream and the 
question-and-answer scheme is given by the first elegy, The 
Graces (frr. 3-7 Pf.). The poet asks why in the cult of the Graces 
at Paros it is not permitted to use qu/o/ or garlands. The 
explanation is given (so we are told by a preserved scholion) by 
the Muse Clio: this custom originated at the time when Minos, 
during a sacrifice to the Graces on the island of Paros, received 
news of the death of his son Androgeus. The king did not 
interrupt the sacrifice, but bade the aulos players be silent and 
laid aside the wreath that had garlanded his head, as a sign of 
mourning. The poet then asks a second question, on the true 
genealogy of the Graces, and the Muse replies that they are the 


daughters of Dionysus and the nymph Coronis. 

It is not clear if the frame created by the dialogue scheme, 
set up at the start of Book I and identifiable in fragments of 
Book II, also formed the structure of the following books. There 
are hints that point in that direction (frr. 76 and 86 Pf.), but it 
seems that the two final books were less closely tied to the initial 
fiction of the encounter with the Muses and the dialogue with 
them. There are indications that Books III and IV were designed 
and arranged by Callimachus as a pair that was fairly distinct 
from the first pair and defined by structural and thematic 
aspects of their own. The most significant link is established in 
the clear connection between the elegy that opens Book III and 
that which closes Book IV, both addressed to Queen Berenice, 
with the effect of ring composition. These two poems are, 
respectively, the Victory of Berenice, and The Lock of Berenice, 
both already mentioned. They were composed not earlier than 
246 B.C., so it must have been placed at this key position within 
the collection by Callimachus in his old age when he was 
preparing the definitive edition of his works. 

The Victory must have been over 150 lines long and our text 
of it has many gaps. In common with the whole collection of the 
Aetia, it is of course in elegiac distichs, but this fact is a very 
marked innovation in departing from the traditional form of this 
type of lyric composition, which was usually intended not for 
recitation or reading, but for choral song accompanied by 
instrumental music (a similar case is Callimachus’ epinicion for 
Sosibius, fr. 384 Pf.). Transposing an epinician theme into an 
elegiac form is one of the playful moves of refined erudition and 
poetic experimentalism in mixing genres that are characteristic 
of Callimachean and Alexandrian poetics. No one who (like the 
learned readers of this poetry) knew the epinicia of Pindar and 
Bacchylides would have been indifferent to this. The text 
celebrates a victory in the chariot race won by the team of 
Queen Berenice at the Nemean Games (perhaps in 244 B.C.). 

The poem has the typical structure of an epinician ode, 
which includes an initial reference to the occasion and a brief 
mention of the athletic event concerned, followed by the 


mythical element, which is in this case the struggle between 
Heracles and the Nemean lion unleashed by Hera: it is the aition 
of the Nemean Games. The treatment of the myth has some 
quite interesting aspects. Heracles’ labour remains in the 
background, while great space is given to the hero’s encounter 
with the aged herder Molorcus, who offers him hospitality. 
Molorcus has been reduced to wretchedness by the repeated 
incursions of the lion and has to engage in a furious battle with 
mice who are eating him out of his house and home (the herder 
is here the counterpoint to Heracles and is modelled on the 
heroic-comic example of the pseudo-Homeric 
Batrachomyomachia). The hero promises the herder that he will 
compensate him with herds of animals if he returns victorious 
from his labour. There is an obvious thematic affinity with the 
Hecale, which we will discuss shortly. 

The final aition of the collection is again a homage to the 
Cyrenaean queen. The text has come down to us in a fairly 
fragmentary state, but we can easily reconstruct the sense of 
the lost parts thanks to the imitation of this poem by the Latin 
poet Catullus (Poem 66). When King Ptolemy III left for the war 
against Syria (246-241 B.C.), in exchange for the safety of her 
new husband the queen Berenice had vowed to offer to the 
gods a lock of her hair, which she ordered to be cut off and 
which was guarded in a temple. When the lock mysteriously 
disappeared, the court astronomer Conon took the opportunity 
to celebrate the queen, declaring that the vanished lock of hair 
had been transformed into a constellation which he had recently 
discovered and which did not yet have a name (cf. The Hellenistic 
Age VI 1.2). With fine poetic originality, Callimachus imagines the 
lock itself, taken up into the heavens, addressing the queen and 
explaining to her what had happened and lamenting its removal 
from her presence. 

For other notable poems in the collection we can reconstruct 
the content and the distinctive way that Callimachus has 
reworked it, and so we are able to appreciate the variety of 
stylistic registers and thematic areas that characterise the Aetia. 
For example, a famous elegy is the one that tells of the love of 


Acontius and Cydippe in Book III (imitated by the Latin poet 
Ovid, Heroides 21 and 22). Long fragments of it survive (67-75 
Pf.), which allow us to pick up the parallels with motifs and 
expressive forms from different genres, ranging from New 
Comedy to bucolic poetry to the later novel. 


Acontius is aflame with love for the beautiful Cydippe. At 
the suggestion of the god Eros, during a festival in honour 
of Artemis, on Delos, Acontius throws an apple in the girl’s 
direction, on which he has inscribed the phrase “By 
Artemis, I will marry Acontius.” By reading the phrase 
aloud, according to popular belief Cydippe has bound 
herself by an oath to the love of Acontius. But the young 
woman's father has promised her in marriage to another 
man and Acontius laments his own despair by wandering 
alone through the countryside far from all human contact 
and confiding his suffering to the plants of the forest. 
Three times the father of Cydippe is about to celebrate the 
wedding of his daughter according to his own intentions, 
but each time she falls fatally ill. When finally the oracle of 
Delphi reveals that Cydippe is bound to Acontius by an 
oath, the girl’s father consents to their marriage. 


The refined beauty and charm of these poems, which can be 
reconstructed to some extent yet are for the most part 
disfigured by a tradition that is cruelly selective and which is for 
us dependent on the accidents of discovery of the fragments, 
can only make us regret that the Aetia have not been preserved 
in their entirety. 


3.5 The Iambi 


Some telling clues, including the Epilogue to the Aetia, already 
mentioned (fr. 112 Pf.), and the sequence of works in the 
admittedly fragmentary testimony of the diégéseis on papyrus, 
confirm that in Callimachus’ edition the Aetia were followed by 
the Jambi. We do not know if Callimachus himself gave this title 
to the collection of poems we are discussing here, but it seems 


unlikely: the Suda lexicon mentions some pEAN (Songs), which 
some believe should perhaps be identified with the collection 
that we know as the Jambi. 

The title makes clear that these are, in general, poems 
inspired by the lively and aggressive style of the archaic poetry 
of Archilochus and Hipponax. In reality it should be said that 
Callimachus draws inspiration from the archaic genre as is his 
wont, by innovating and expanding its characteristic metres, 
forms and content, knowingly adopting a variety of metres and 
topics that was unknown to the iambic authors of the Archaic 
Age and which would have been unthinkable in that context. 

This very variety and range of forms is the origin of a quite 
controversial debate among modern critics. A number of 
papyrus testimonia (including the papyrus of the diégéseis) 
attribute to the collection seventeen poems (the same number 
as the Epodes of the Latin poet Horace, who owes so much to 
Callimachus). Yet some scholars have argued that the final four 
poems should be excluded, regarding them as too distant from 
the iambic model in their form and content. Further, Iamb 13 
seems apt as a final poem, since it contains declarations on 
poetics, in the same way as Jamb 1 does (which would thus 
create ring composition). Other scholars have maintained, with 
good arguments, that the collection consisted of all seventeen 
poems, giving credence to the ancient testimonia and observing 
that Iamb 13, in which Callimachus makes a programmatic 
announcement of his distance from the traditional norms of the 
genre in the name of variety (the diégésis of the poem call this 
TtoAuEldeta, i.e. “variety of forms”), fits very well as a poem 
placed to precede the works that depart further from archaic 
iambic. This seems all the more likely given that the degree of 
novelty (in metre, language and content) increases gradually 
over the course of the collection, a pattern that must be the 
result of a conscious arrangement. 

From the metrical point of view, most of the poems respect 
the traditional appearance of iambic-trochaic poetry. Poems 1- 
10, 12 and 13 are in fact in iambic and trochaic metres: 
choliambs (or iambic trimeters scazon), iambic trimeters, 


trochaic trimeters catalectic and epodes. But the other four or 
five poems (14-17 and perhaps 11) are in various lyric metres. 
The criterion of variation is at work in the choice of language 
too: while some poems preserve the Ionic dialect of the iambic 
tradition, others are written in the local Doric dialect of Thera 
and Cyrene. As we have already noted, finally, the decision to 
favour variety applies also to the content: alongside 
compositions characterised by an aggressive tone and 
addressed to contemporary figures, following the model of the 
iambiké idea of the verse of Archilochus and Hipponax, we find 
poems that treat topics that had habitually been reserved for 
elegy or epigram. 

Among the poems of more traditional stamp we may note 
those (1-5) that take as their target contemporary figures, 
pillorying their vices: this is moral polemic that makes use also 
of illustrations of a type drawn from fable (that is, by inserting 
stories whose protagonists are personified animals and plants). 
Iamb 6 is a propemptikon, that is, a poem of farewell, to a friend 
who is about to set off for Elis in order to visit the statue of 
Olympian Zeus sculpted by Phidias. Jamb 12 is addressed to 
another friend, to celebrate the birth of a girl. Jambi 7, 9-11 and 
(perhaps) 14 and 17 are aitia of cults and proverbs; Jamb 8 is an 
epinician, JIamb 15 a sympotic song in honour of the Dioscuri 
and Helen; Jamb 16 sings the apotheosis of Queen Arsinoe II, 
wife of Ptolemy Philadelphus, who died in 268 B.C.; finally, Jamb 
13 (like the opening poem) contains literary polemic. 


Iambi 1 and 13 contain interesting declarations of poetics 
and statements of metapoetic type. In Jamb 1, with great 
and ironic inventiveness, Callimachus imagines that the 
poet Hipponax is speaking in the first person and declares 
that he has arrived from beyond the grave “bearing an 
iamb that does not sing polemic / with Bupalus” (lines 3- 
4). This programmatic statement of abandoning the harsh 
tones and unbridled aggression distinctive of traditional 
iambic poetry, which is paradoxically put in the mouth of 
the greatest historical exponent of archaic iambic poetry 
(with a whole series of expressive elements, starting with 


the choliambic metre, that allude parodically to Hipponax’s 
own style), is a knowing metaliterary joke staged by 
Callimachus to express his own very original position. 
Hipponax continues by calling upon the learned scholars 
of the Alexandrian Museum to gather in front of the 
temple of Serapis and inviting them to lay down their 
quarrels and embrace modesty and mutual harmony. To 
this end, he relates the famous anecdote of the cup of 
Bathycles, by way of illustration. 


The Arcadian Bathycles, at the point of death, decided to 
award a precious goblet to the wisest man. The goblet was 
offered in turn to each of the Seven Sages, beginning with 
Thales, but each of them declined it, not considering 
himself the wises. In the end, the cup returned to Thales, 
who decided to dedicate it to the god Apollo. 


Of Iamb 13, which we are able to read only in severely 
lacunose form, we learn from the diégésis that it was a 
response by Callimachus to those who rebuked him for the 
“variety of forms” of his works. Callimachus declared that 
he adhered to the positions of the tragic poet Ion of Chios 
(cf. The Classical Age V 3.1), which assimilated the poetic art 
to a techné that, once learned, puts the poet in a position 
to practise various forms: “on the other hand, no one 
criticises a craftsman if he constructs tools of a different 
form.” The programmatic content is confirmed by the 
marked use of technical terminology that can be detected 
in the fragments, which mention literary dialects (fr. 203, 
18 Pf.: “in Ionic, in Doric and in mixed language”), types of 
verse (fr. 203, 31 Pf.: “pentameter, heroic verse,” i.e. 
hexameter; cf. lines 43-45) and poetic genres (fr. 203, 32 
and 44 Pf.: tragedies and tragic poets) and refer, at the 
start and close, to Ephesus and Ionia, the homeland of 
iambic-trochaic poetry. 


3.6 The Epigrams 


In the epigram collection of the Palatine Anthology (which we 
have discussed in the section on epigram: cf. The Hellenistic Age 
IV 2.2) there are 63 poems under the name of Callimachus, some 


of which are of contested authenticity, and we have a few other 
epigrams by Callimachus from other sources. The themes 
treated are those usual in this genre: funerary (we may note 
Epigram 35, a single distich composed by the poet for his own 
tomb), votive and erotic (the latter being on homoerotic 
themes). Especially important are those on literary subjects, 
some in which the poet voices opinions on the poets of the past, 
but above all those that treat questions of poetics. A clear 
allusion to the learned and recherché character of his poetry is 
the ending of Epigram 31 (Ant. Pal. XII 102): “Even such is my 
love: it can pursue what flees from it, but what lies ready it 
passes by.” Famous is Epigram 28 (Ant. Pal. XII 43): “I hate the 
cyclic poem, nor do I take pleasure in the road [i.e. in a poetry] 
which carries many to and fro. I abhor, too, the roaming lover, 
and I drink not from every well; I loathe all common things 
(Tavta Snydota).” 


3.7 Hecale 


Among the poetic genres at which Callimachus tried his hand 
with impressive results, we should record the epyllion or “little 
epic,” i.e. a short poem in hexameters with mythological 
content. This was a genre that - as we have seen (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age IV 2.2 and what we said on the poem Hermes by 
Philitas: cf. IV 2.1.2) - connects to the epic tradition but 
innovates in its form and content and, in particular, by giving 
room to the more marginal, less well known and less heroic 
aspects of a myth. 

We know that in the twelfth century at Athens a complete 
copy of the Hecale still existed, which was subsequently lost. 
Today we have only fragments and quotations, from which it is 
difficult to conjecture the original length of the work or to 
reconstruct the plot in detail. We are informed about the 
content, fortunately, by an Argument to the work that is 
preserved via two fragments. 


Theseus had arrived one evening from Athens in the plain 


of Marathon to confront the terrible bull that was plaguing 
the area. Overtaken by a storm, he found a welcome in the 
humble home of an old woman called Hecale. The next 
day, at dawn, Theseus leaves Hecale’s house and, finding 
the bull, succeeds in overpowering it. The hero returns to 
the old woman's house to reward her for her hospitality, 
but finds that she has died suddenly. He decides to offer 
homage to her by establishing a new Attic deme to which 
he gives the name “Hecale” and by founding the sanctuary 
of Zeus Hekaleios. 


The humble welcome of Hecale, aition of the institution of the 
cult of Zeus Hekaleios, is discussed also by the Imperial-Period 
biographer Plutarch (Lives, Theseus 14), whose source was the 
Attidographer Philochorus (fourth to third century B.C.). 
Perhaps Callimachus too was inspired by the account of 
Philochorus, but the mythical episode of Hecale was already 
known at least from the fifth century B.C. onwards, the date of 
an image on pottery that very probably depicts the old woman 
in the act of offering a tray to the young Theseus. The age of the 
tale does not alter the fact that Hecale’s story is in essence a 
marginal episode in the rich saga centred on the figure of 
Theseus. In Callimachus’ little poem, the change in the point of 
view is clear: the hero is in a sense shifted to second rank while 
the true protagonist becomes the old lady, who did not spare 
her poor home and few goods to ease the weariness of the 
young man and then died before she could enjoy his gratitude. 
The shift in the point of view of the story, by which the heroic 
labour and the hero himself lose their central position and 
attention is turned to the simple and very human heroism of a 
poor old woman, is the most significant and striking novelty of 
Callimachus’ poem. 

Hecale in a certain sense represents epic according to the 
taste of Callimachus, that is, without its heroic connotations or 
the characteristic elements of the traditional epos (such as great 
length) and oriented rather towards the tones and subjects of 
aetiological elegy. Alongside frequent brief echoes of Homer 


and continual allusions to typical elements of the epic repertoire 
(e.g. the motif of the hero asked by fellow banqueters to tell his 
story, with Odysseus at the court of the Phaeacians parallel to 
Hecale, when invited by Theseus, at her frugal table), we find 
detailed and realistic descriptions of the country life of which the 
old woman is part. Emblematic of the fusion of epic and elegiac 
elements are the lines (fr. 263 Pf., which some regard as the 
ending of the poem) in which Theseus promises to preserve the 
eternal memory of Hecale, drawing on a closural motif typical of 
the Homeric Hymns (final invocation of a divinity, with the 
promise that the poet will sing of her again): “Go, gentle among 
women, along the road which heartrending pains do not 
penetrate. Often, Mother, we shall remember your hospitable 
cottage, for it was acommon homestead for all.” 


3.8 Callimachean poetics 


When discussing the works of Callimachus we have seen how 
many explicit references to his own conception of poetry 
pervade his poems, often in a prominent position at the start of 
a collection (as is the case in the Aetia and the Jambi). A 
characteristic of the Hellenistic poets is a firm and deep 
awareness of being artists who make individual choices, which 
are ascribed more value the more they differ in an original way 
from those of other poets. By bringing together the various 
impulses that we have mentioned, it is possible to reconstruct 
an organic and unitary picture of Callimachus’ poetics. 

One of the cornerstones of these poetics is an aversion for 
composing long-form poetry (and thus the traditional epic 
poem) and a preference for the short poem that is structurally 
and stylistically “light”: “lightness” (Aemttotns), is the term that 
expresses the essential quality of this poetry. The reason for this 
choice lies in the fact that long-form poetry demands an 
improbable degree of continuous inspiration and composition, 
without which the final work will be full of impurities and 
imperfections and will not command a consistent standard of 
form and thought. 


This idea is expressed by Callimachus through some forceful 
and famous literary images, such as that used by Apollo in 
Callimachus’ hymn to that god (Hymn 2, 107-113) in response to 
provocation from Jealousy: “The flow of the Assyrian river is 
vast, but it draws along much refuse from the land and much 
garbage on its waters. Not from any sources do bees carry 
water to Ded (Demeter), but from what comes up pure and 
undefiled from a holy fountain, a small drop, the choicest of 
waters.” 

However, the text that is by far the most significant from this 
point of view, for its thoroughly allegorical frame and for the 
impassioned tone of its programmatic declaration, is the 
Prologue to the Aetia (fr. 1 Pf.). 


At the start of his most important work, Callimachus rails 
against his opponents, without naming them, but 
identifying them with the Telchines, ancient figures of 
divine magician-craftsmen who were jealous of each other 
and who were located by the mythographic tradition in the 
islands of the Aegean: “Often the Telchines mutter against 
me, against my poetry, who, ignorant of the Muse, were 
not born as her friend, because I did not complete one 
single continuous song [on the glory of] kings (...) or on 
heroes in many thousands of lines, but turn around words 
a little in my mind like a child, although the decades of my 
years are not few.” We learn from the scholia that in the 
lines that immediately followed, which are badly mauled 
by lacunae, Callimachus responded to the Telchines’ 
criticisms by citing the example of Mimnermus of 
Colophon and Philitas of Cos, two poets who tried their 
hand at both short-form and long-form poetry and 
achieved better results in the former. Poetry cannot be 
judged for its length, as is done by Callimachus’ detractors 
Telchines: “Be off, destructive breed of Bascania, and 
hereafter judge poetry by its art, not by the Persian 
schoinos (i.e. a unit of measurement for long distances).” 
High-flown song does not suit the poet: “do not expect a 
loudly thundering song to be born from me: thundering is 
not my job, but is the work of Zeus.” From his first 


attempts at poetry he had been taught by Apollo himself 
to nurture a “slender (AemttaAenv) Muse”, to “go where big 
waggons never go,” and not to launch the chariot “along a 
wide road, but along untrodden paths,” even if this would 
mean that his course would be “more narrow.” The poet 
has followed the advice of the god: he prefers the sharp 
verse of the cicada to the loud braying of asses. 


There is a long tradition of critics accepting an ancient notice 
that is today near-unanimously regarded as false, according to 
which differing views on poetics led to a fierce personal hostility 
between Callimachus and his (presumed) student Apollonius 
Rhodius. Some ancient scholarly sources (the Suda lexicon, 
scholia) do indeed identify Apollonius either as one of the 
Telchines of the Aetia prologue or as other anonymous figures 
against whom Callimachus railed in his poems. Yet this 
identification has no secure basis at all and very likely arose 
from an ancient biographical reconstruction based on 
inferences from the texts themselves, without any documentary 
support. We will discuss this again in relation to Apollonius 
Rhodius (cf. below 5.2). In fact, it is more likely that the direct 
opponents of Callimachus were students of the school of 
Aristotle (the Praxiphanes against whose theses Callimachus 
wrote a monograph was from a Peripatetic background), which, 
in the footsteps of its founder, continued to assign a 
fundamental role to epic poetry and tragedy. It is not mere 
chance that, at the start of the Aetia (fr. 2 Pf., The Dream), 
Callimachus polemically chose as his model Hesiod, the first 
creator of a poetry of truth-telling, that is, one inspired by the 
truth of the content, in an implicit opposition to Homer. On the 
harsh polemics in which Callimachus was involved, we should 
recall how in Jamb 1 he sarcastically censured the atmosphere of 
vicious rivalry that flourished within the Museum of Alexandria, 
while inviting his colleagues to turn to modesty and harmony. 

A prerequisite of the short-form, refined poetry favoured by 
Callimachus is also his aristocratic exclusivity. In Epigram 28, 
cited above, he expressly declares that he does not like poetry 


which, to meet the facile taste of the masses, draws on the epic 

repertoire and appeals to easily impressed tastes: he rejects the 
road travelled by many in all directions, the inconstant lover and 
the things that belong to everyone. 

The elitist aspect is deeply implicated also in the learned and 
erudite character of this poetry, which appeals to knowledge 
that only a few possess. 

We saw, when discussing Jambi 1 and 13, how Callimachus 
insists also on the freedom to practise different forms of poetry, 
to treat as he pleases the traditional forms and contents and to 
combine them in an original and innovative variety, following his 
own personal creativity. This is a conception of poetry that sees 
the poetic product as the result of an art (in Greek téyvn) that 
has its own rules and characteristics, which an artist in 
command of them can deploy as he pleases and according to his 
ability. In the prologue to the Aetia, the Telchines are invited to 
judge poetry “by (the canons) of art (téxvn)” that has been 
deployed and displayed by the author. 


Very important for Callimachus’ poetics is the element 
derived from aetiological types of poetry, such as those 
that constitute the entire collection of the Aetia. However, 
as we have noted, the taste for aetiology is not in fact 
restricted to elegy alone, but is a trait of his poetics in 
general. Aetiological works appear in the Jambi and 
interest in an aition emerges also in the Hymns and Hecale. 
We have stressed how this taste for the causes and origins 
of cults, traditions and customs has affinities with the 
antiquarian interest that motivated Callimachus and the 
philologists of the Alexandrian Museum to pursue erudite 
research. It is thus a component of poetics that is 
inseparable from philological activity. 


On the other hand, Callimachus was well aware also of the risks 
run by a poetry based too strongly on scholarly competence, if 
the latter is applied obsessively. An elegiac distich on Acontius 
and Cydippe (Aetia III, fr. 75, 8-9 Pf.) clearly shows that 


poetphilologists such as Callimachus were aware of this 
problem: “Truly much knowledge is a difficult evil for whoever is 
not master of his tongue: this man is really a child with a knife.” 
The lines form an ironic self-deprecating joke, since the poet 
pretends to interrupt himself at the last moment, just before he 
accidentally reveals some details of the Eleusinian mysteries, 
which would be against the strict law of the cult. But it should 
also be read as a declaration of poetics, in which Callimachus 
denounces the way that a propensity for curiosity and erudite 
stories may expand to the point that it overwhelms the sense of 
(poetic) decorum and (religious) permissibility. 


3.9 Language and style 


Callimachus’ poetic language fundamentally follows in the 
footsteps of the Homeric tradition, but does so with copious and 
eye-catching elements of innovation. His dactylic hexameter 
introduces new rules and more strictness than the Homeric one. 
Into the traditional linguistic mixture used in the hexameter and 
the distich, Callimachus, with his taste for experimentation and 
fondness for combining forms, adds forms of the koiné and, in 
the iambs, dialect elements. We have seen how he innovates by 
using the Doric dialect in Hymns V and VI, On the Bath of Pallas 
and To Demeter. And we have observed in the discussion of the 
individual works how the style is generally shaped to pursue a 
refined and recherché expression and to play with allusive 
references to elements from different contexts and to the 
models of the past. 


3.10 The reception of the works 


Callimachus had many emulators already in the Hellenistic 
Period and his work enjoyed enormous success in Latin culture. 
His works were widely diffused, especially in the most 
sophisticated literary circles of Republican and Augustan Rome, 
and they influenced many authors, beginning from Ennius, 
whose prooemium to the Annales picked up the motif of the 


dream that is present in the prooemium to the Aetia. Among the 
works that had the greatest influence on Latin poetry we should 
note the elegies, for which Callimachus, along with Philitas, was 
considered a model; the Jambi, which contributed to the 
formation of the Roman genre of satire; and the epyllion, which 
was emulated by neoteric poets such as Helvius Cinna, Licinius 
Calvus, Catullus and the author of the Ciris attributed to Vergil. 
More generally, Callimachean poetics had an enormous 
resonance not only in Greek culture, but also in the Roman 
literary world, which adopted the taste for short, light poetry 
and the thoroughly Alexandrian sense of stylistic refinement 
and vigilant care in composition. 


4 Didactic poetry 


4.1 Following in the footsteps of the hexameter tradition 


We have seen how in the course of the Archaic and Classical 
Ages the great poetic mainstream of the hexameter tradition 
came into being. Identified primarily with Homeric epic 
narrative, it then hosted other, related genres: the theogonic 
and didactic epos of Hesiod, the grand cosmological expositions 
of philosophers such as Parmenides and Empedocles, the 
philosophy of Xenophanes or the wisdom literature of Solon and 
Theognis. Beginning from fantastic tales of war and adventure, 
drawn from myth and adopted as the paradigmatic model for a 
world of aristocratic values, therefore, the content of hexameter 
poetry, even when it kept intact its value for education and 
Orientation in society, had in part shifted towards exhortation to 
ethical behaviour and philosophical explanation of the structure 
of the universe. This range of topics did not convince Aristotle, 
who in the Poetics (1, 1447b 13-23) refused to accept the term 
“epic poet” for those who used the hexameter to expound 
topics that concerned not the imitation of nature, but nature 
itself: “Homer and Empedocles have nothing in common except 
their metre.” 


During the Hellenistic Age, alongside the hexameter epos on 
mythological topics (such as the Argonautica of Apollonius 
Rhodius), a certain success was enjoyed also by the more strictly 
didactic strain of hexameter poetry. The significant progress of 
science and its constant diffusion, inspired by the investigations 
carried out within the Peripatetic school and the Alexandrian 
Museum, can be considered some of the motives for 
specialisation on technical and scientific content in hexameter 
poetry in this period. A shared point of reference and literary 
model for both Aratus and Nicander, the two principal 
Hellenistic didactic poets, is Hesiod, above all the Works and Days 
with its technical repertoire of farming practices that are 
recalled in connection with the ethical theme of justice. 

When we discussed Hesiod, we made clear how in the 
Archaic and Classical Ages the problem of a “didactic” genre 
within hexameter poetry never arose, since poetry in general 
was regarded as a source of knowledge and education (cf. The 
Archaic Age II 3.2). It is in the passage cited above from 
Aristotle’s Poetics that we find the first clear indication of a 
distinction at a theoretical level between a narrative hexameter 
poetry and one with “technical” content intended for 
instruction. A definitive codification occurred only in the 
Alexandrian Era, within the debate on the definition of literary 
genres. By that time the self-awareness of the genre seems to 
be fully established in the works of poets who are explicitly 
“didactic,” whose literary and artistic goal is specifically to set a 
given discipline into verse. Didactic poetry was then traced back 
to Hesiod, who was seen as the inventor of the genre and was 
taken as a model. In the didactic poetry of the Hellenistic Age, 
the main intention lay in the choice of theme: setting into verse 
a given discipline, dedicating one’s own poetic effort to the 
exposition of disciplinary knowledge with complex theoretical 
implications (astronomy in the case of Aratus and aspects of 
medicine in the case of Nicander), in which the heritage of 
traditional knowledge was set alongside the results of current 
scientific observation. 

A problem that has not been entirely resolved is the 


question of what level of scientific competence these poets 
actually possessed. From reading their works it would seem that 
their knowledge of the disciplines that they treat was purely 
amateur. They drew on specialist scientific sources, making the 
effort to embellish topics that were in themselves unpoetic, 
using all the ornaments of hexameter diction. Consequently the 
choice of a technical and scientific topic must have been for 
these authors subordinate to a purely literary goal, within a 
poetic conception that was typically Hellenistic, privileging the 
choice of rare and unusual themes that would allow the poet to 
demonstrate his virtuoso ability to the full. Once again, we need 
to avoid the mistake of thinking that the genre of didactic poetry 
was really responding to the need for a manual to teach the 
foundations of a discipline to whoever wanted to learn it. 

On the other hand, we should not overlook another aspect, 
that is, that works such as that of Aratus - and this is an attested 
use - did aim for popularisation, that is, they formed a 
reference-text for basic and elementary information on 
astronomy, which needed to be accompanied by commentaries 
that would pursue in more depth the technical aspects of the 
topics treated. Further, we have a concrete example of a manual 
in verse intended for school use: the Periégésis attributed to 
Pausanias of Damascus (second half of second century B.C.), 
long mistakenly thought to be a work of Scymnus of Chios and 
hence known as the Periégésis of Pseudo-Scymnus. Composed in 
iambic trimeters for ease of memorisation, it consists of an 
ethnogeographical compendium with elements of 
mythography, without any literary ambition. 


4.2 Aratus of Soli: astronomy in verse 


A slender manuscript tradition has preserved the didactic poem 
of Aratus entitled Phaenomena, together with scholia and notices 
about the author’s life. 

Aratus was born in Cilicia, at Soli, around 315 B.C. and after 
completing his early studies in Asia Minor he moved to Athens, 
where he attended the teaching of Zeno, the founder of Stoic 


philosophy. From the age of forty he spent his life in the 
turbulent but wealthy courts of the Diadochi: around 276 he 
settled at Pella, capital of Macedonia, at the court of Antigonus 
Gonatas, to whom he dedicated a Hymn to Pan; from there he 
moved to Syria, to the court of Antiochus, before returning to 
Macedonia. He died around 240 B.C. 

Like many other intellectuals of the period, Aratus combined 
artistic with philological work. We have reports that he produced 
an edition of the Odyssey and we know that he composed 
numerous poetic works, including epicedia (i.e. funerary poems), 
epigrams (two are preserved in the Palatine Anthology) and brief 
occasional poems, which the sources call by the title Cata/epton 
(Kata Aemttov: “brief and refined compositions”). But the literary 
sphere in which he was primarily distinguished was hexameter 
poetry on scientific themes, with the goal of popularisation. We 
know that he wrote Jatrica (Iatptkd), a work on a medical topic 
that is now lost, but we do still have the poem called 
Phaenomena (®atvou_Eva), on the topic of astronomy. 

The poem consists of 1154 hexameters and opens with a 
hymn to Zeus (lines 1-18), which recalls Hesiod as model and 
reveals clearly the Stoic vision of the cosmos as inhabited and 
governed by the providential presence of the divine. The hymn 
ends with the poet’s request to the god and the Muses that they 
help him in the composition of the work. From the point of view 
of content, the poem falls clearly into two distinct parts. The first 
part (lines 19-732) describes the constellations and tells the 
stories of the mythical figures from which they received their 
names. This structural arrangement allows Aratus to pursue 
numerous digressions on mythological topics, of which the 
longest (inspired by the Stoic concept of justice) concerns the 
sojourn among humans of Aikn (Justice), who then abandons 
the Earth due to the steady corruption of the human race (a 
variation on the Hesiodic theme of the five human races). The 
second part of the poem (lines 733-1154) was known already in 
the time of Cicero by the title Prognostica (Npoywwottkd) and it 
contains ideas about meteorology, to enable identification of 
the signs that permit forecasts of atmospheric phenomena. 


Aratus drew his scientific material for the Phaenomena from 
some specialist works: for the description of the map of the 
heavens he made use of treatments of astronomy by Eudoxus of 
Cnidus (fourth century B.C.: cf. The Classical Age XIII 2.6.2); for 
the elements of meteorology he probably drew on material of 
Peripatetic origin, perhaps from a work on this topic by 
Theophrastus (we have a later version of this work under the 
title Nepi onueiwv or On Weather Signs). Various individual 
passages of the Phaenomena, in which Aratus misunderstands 
or completely distorts the explanations contained in his sources, 
show that he did not in reality possess deep scientific 
competence. 

The poem makes extensive use of epic diction and of the 
distinctive features of didactic poetry. As is the norm in learned 
Hellenistic poetry, to understand the text fully it is necessary to 
recognise and correctly interpret the references to models: to 
Hesiod, but also the philosophical poems of Parmenides and 
Empedocles, from which the author of the Phaenomena knew 
the intractable difficulty of fitting the metre and diction of epic 
verse to an unusual subject-matter. 

Aratus’ poem found a notable resonance in the Hellenistic 
world and, as we have already noted, it was also used as a text 
for school instruction. But its fame is linked above all to the 
enormous popularity it enjoyed among the Romans, to the 
extent that it can boast a long series of Latin translations (we 
may note here those by Cicero and by Varro Atacinus, of which 
fragments survive) and the reprise of some parts of it in the 
Georgics of Vergil (Book I). 


4.3 Nicander of Colophon 


There are serious difficulties in identifying precisely the works 
written by Nicander, a native of Colophon who was active 
around the mid-second century B.C. The problems are caused 
by confusion with a namesake, another poet from Colophon 
who lived around a century earlier. Different ancient sources 
muddy the attributions when ascribing biographical details and 


works to one or the other. Considering the shared name and a 
shared link to the cult of Apollo, we may suppose that the two 
had some family relation: the earlier Nicander is recorded in an 
inscription found at Delphi, while the later one occupied a 
hereditary position as priest at the sanctuary of Apollo of Claros, 
near to Colophon. 

The later Nicander was the son of a certain Damaeus and 
dedicated a poem to King Attalus III of Pergamum (138-133 
B.C.). His oeuvre included various works in verse, including the 
Eteroioumena (‘Etepo.ouuEeva; “Things Transformed”), which told 
myths of transformation in five books, a thematic criterion that 
would later be adopted by the Latin poet Ovid in the 
Metamorphoses. This poem is lost but a record of its content has 
reached us through a mythographical work in prose by 
Antoninus Liberalis in the second century A.D. The latter used 
Nicander’s poem, but we do not know exactly how and to what 
extent he depended on it, and so the use of this source is rather 
problematic. 

On the other hand, we do have preserved two short 
hexameter poems on the topic of pharmacology, which display 
an obvious affinity to each other in structure and content. The 
Theriaca (Onptaka, a title that can be translated into English as 
Remedies against Poisonous Animals) opens with a short prologue 
of seven lines containing the dedication to a certain 
Hermesianax and then the poem narrates the origin of animal 
venoms from the blood of the Titans, before proceeding to 
present in general terms the most poisonous animals and the 
most effective antidotes (lines 8-144). Next, reptiles are 
described (lines 145-492) and the medicines needed to halt the 
effects of their bites (lines 493-714). Then follows the description 
of other poisonous animals, including spiders and scorpions 
(lines 715-836). The final part of the work contains a list of 
remedies (lines 837-956), followed by two lines (957-958) in 
which the author again addresses Hermesianax and mentions 
his own name as a closing seal (owpayic) to the work. 

The Alexipharmaca (AAgEtpapyaka, i.e. Antidotes against 
Poisons) opens with the dedication to a certain Protagoras (lines 


1-11). Then the author surveys numerous poisons, arranged 
according to the natural order (poisons of animal, vegetable and 
mineral origin); the description of the symptoms and effects 
produced by each of them is accompanied by the prescription of 
the appropriate remedy (lines 12-628). In this case, too, the 
work ends with two lines (629-630) that contain an address to 
the dedicatee and the author's seal. 

The especially intractable material, with its need to introduce 
a large series of technical terms and provide necessary 
explanation, has left its mark by conferring a certain heaviness 
to the style of the two surviving poems. Despite the author’s 
efforts to make such a technical subject appealing and effective 
as literature, it is inevitable that there is a certain repetitiveness 
due to the lists and repertories that structure the work, using 
expressive formula typical of medical language (such as the 
prescriptive imperative of medical recipes). 

A number of other works in verse, of which a few fragments 
remain, are cited under the name of Nicander, but the problems 
of attribution have not been settled. Perhaps to be attributed to 
the Nicander of the second century B.C. is a work Ornithogonia 
(OpviBoyovia), which collects mythical stories of 
transformations into birds. Other works concern technical and 
scientific topics, from agriculture to medicine: the Georgica 
(TewpytKkad) on horticulture, the Melissourgica (MeALoooupytkda) 
on the world of bees (their possible influence on Vergil’s 
Georgics is debated) and the Prognostica (Npoyvwottka) inspired 
by the medical work of that name by Hippocrates. 


5 Hellenistic epic and Apollonius Rhodius 
5.1 Epic in the Hellenistic Age 
5.1.1 Evolution of the genre 


In presenting didactic poetry, we noted that the most traditional 


hexameter poetry of all, the epic genre, continued to flourish 
also during the Hellenistic Age. To take a step back, we may 
recall that from the Archaic to the Classical Age the 
establishment of first lyric and then theatre had pushed epic 
into second place, to an extent that caused the genre, though it 
was still practised abundantly, to lose vigour and liveliness in 
production and, especially, in innovation (cf. The Classical Age VII 
1). One may talk of innovative impulses in mythological epic in 
the case of Antimachus of Colophon, who lived in the fifth to 
fourth century B.C.: some characteristics of his poetry anticipate, 
to some degree, developments in poetics that were realised fully 
in the Hellenistic Age (cf. The Classical Age VII 1.4). When 
Callimachus expressed his dislike for long-form poetry, he 
meant to refer above all to epic on the Homeric model, which 
poets contemporary to him practised following the familiar 
norms of the past, in order to meet the demands of an audience 
inclined to traditionalism. We should avoid the mistaken view 
that learned poetry of the Alexandrian-Callimachean type was 
the dominant fashion among the broader public. Beyond the 
restricted and select audience of the Alexandrian cultural elites, 
to whom the exclusive and refined output of the learned poets 
was addressed, there was a wider audience that took part ina 
whole series of collective occasions such as poetic contests and 
religious festivals, in the course of which itinerant poets, in the 
manner of the older rhapsodes, continued the custom of epic 
recitations. As we noted in our introduction to the Hellenistic 
Age, in this period there was a growing gap between a 
sophisticated high culture and a popular culture that was 
advancing along different paths (generally more conservative 
ones). 

The learned Callimachus, therefore, directed his disapproval 
at this kind of unoriginal epic production, but not against the no 
less learned and sophisticated Apollonius Rhodius, as the 
widespread ancient tradition of a polemical rivalry between the 
two would have it (as we have mentioned in relation to 
Callimachus and to which we will return shortly). Apollonius’ 
poem, the Argonautica, does not exhibit the features that 


Callimachus railed against, but seeks and fully achieves the very 
ideal of originality and literary elaboration that is one of the 
cornerstones of Alexandrian poetics. 


5.1.2 The lost epic output 


The Argonautica of Apollonius is the only Hellenistic epic poem 
to survive today. If we bear in mind that, as we have just 
mentioned, it held a highly distinctive position and represented 
a novelty within the genre, we can also see how the loss of the 
remaining output makes it much harder, and in part impossible, 
to evaluate its characteristics fully. It is at any rate generally 
believed (also on the basis of Callimachean polemic) that much 
of the remaining epic output was composed of works of little 
Originality, which repeated the old system of epic forms and 
heroic values, in order to follow the taste of a general public 
disinclined to indulge artistic novelties. 

For many authors all that remains is their name and the 
titles of their works, but there are some notices that, taken as a 
whole, give an idea of what has just been said above. The 
mythological themes were the ones that held the greatest 
appeal. Among the sources for the content of Apollonius 
Rhodius’ poem, the ancient commentators mention the works of 
two Hellenistic epic poets, Cleon of Curium (on Cyprus) and 
Theolytus of Methymna. The latter also composed a poem ona 
Bacchic topic, as did Neoptolemus of Parium, author of, among 
other things, a lost Poetics that was one of the sources for 
Horace’s Ars poetica. Poems on the Theban Cycle were composed 
by Antagoras of Rhodes and Menelaus of Aegae in Macedonia. 
On the saga of Heracles there were epic poems by Phaedimus of 
Bisanthe in Thrace, Diotimus of Adramyttium in Asia Minor and 
Rhianus of Bene on Crete. 

Rhianus was a versatile figure. He was active in the second 
half of the third century B.C. as a poet, an erudite anda 
philologist (whose philological work was mentioned above, cf. 
The Hellenistic Age Il] 2.2). He wrote a mythological poem 


Heraclea about Heracles and some poems on ethnographic 
topics on the history of the Greek peoples, namely Thessalica, 
Achaica, Eliaca and Messeniaca, to which two papyrus fragments 
have been hypothetically assigned. 

Like those of Rhianus, poetic works on themes from history 
and ethnography were produced by Demosthenes of Bithynia 
and Polycrates of Mende. Other authors, Simonides of Magnesia 
and Musaeus of Ephesus, composed poems that aimed for 
encomiastic praise of figures of royal rank: the former 
celebrated Antiochus I Soter (281-261 B.C.), son of the diadochos 
Seleucus I, founder of the dynasty of the Seleucids; the latter 
wrote for the dynasty of the Attalids reigning in Pergamum. 


5.2 Apollonius Rhodius 
5.2.1 Life 


On the life of Apollonius we have some records in the Suda 
lexicon and in two short biographies that precede the text of the 
poem in some manuscripts. The meagerness of the surviving 
information is exacerbated by the frequent discrepancies within 
it, to the point that very little can be reconstructed with 
certainty. 

He was born in the late fourth or early third century B.C. in 
Ptolemaic Egypt. The ancient sources disagree on his place of 
birth: Naucratis (a city on the Nile around 80 km south-east of 
Alexandria) or, more likely, in Alexandria itself. The surname 
“Rhodius” or “of Rhodes” has nothing to do with his native land, 
but derives rather from time spent on the island of Rhodes: he 
spent a period of voluntary exile on that island after the failure 
of the first circulation of his poem and the citizens of Rhodes 
granted him citizenship. The ancient anecdotal tradition claims 
that in his youth Apollonius was a pupil of Callimachus in 
Alexandria who later engaged in polemics against his teacher 
over their deep differences in poetic theory. As we noted already 
in the chapter on Callimachus, this tradition, which has enjoyed 


wide and long-lasting acceptance, has been strongly contested 
and may be an invention made up in the ancient world. What is 
certain is that Apollonius worked at Alexandria and devoted 
himself to varied scholarly studies and researches at the 
Museum there, earning the prestigious distinction of succeeding 
Zenodotus as director of the Library. He will have held this 
position for more than twenty years, from around 260 B.C. 
(when Zenodotus died) to Ptolemy III's accession to the throne 
in 246. As the director (€mtotatns) of the library, in a custom that 
had previously been practised and would later become 
established, Apollonius also held the role of tutor to the son of 
King Ptolemy IJ, the future Ptolemy III Euergetes. 

Other details, of doubtful reliability, are provided by the 
mentioned two biographies preserved in the manuscripts. They 
claim that Apollonius suffered a serious public embarrassment 
on the occasion of an émidetétc, a public recitation of his poem, 
or rather parts of it (from the scholia we can see that it 
concerned only Book I). He therefore chose to go into voluntary 
exile on the island of Rhodes, where he set about revising the 
work entirely. He then made a return to Alexandria, where it was 
the success of the second edition of the Argonautica that earned 
him the nomination as head of the Library. Today it is seen as 
likely that the poem was produced over a long enough period 
that Apollonius could have made public some parts of it at a 
young age. A first edition of part of it, or TpoeKSooLGc, is 
mentioned in the scholia to Book I, which cite textual variants 
that differ between the first and second editions. Therefore we 
should not reject the reports of a first public recitation and a 
long gestation of the poem prior to the definitive version. 

The stay on Rhodes, too, is an event that should not be 
considered an invention, yet the sequence presented by the 
ancient biography poses too many difficulties, above all because 
it is very hard to imagine that the initial failure, exile, return, 
success and directorship of the Library could all have happened 
before 260 B.C., when the poet was at most fifty years old. 
Further, one biography ends with the honours conferred on 
Apollonius at Rhodes. What is more likely, perhaps, is that the 


voluntary exile to Rhodes was not connected at all to the 
eventful composition of the Argonautica and belongs rather to 
the final years of the poet's life. A notice in the Suda lexicon says 
that Ptolemy III summoned Eratosthenes, a pupil of Apollonius, 
to Alexandria. It is usually held that this presumably occurred 
when the king ascended the throne in 246 B.C. and that it was 
then that he conferred on Eratosthenes the position of librarian. 
In that case, it would be understandable that Apollonius, 
probably disappointed by his former student, would have 
withdrawn to Rhodes. The date of his death is unknown. 


5.2.2 The works 


The only work by Apollonius that has been preserved entire is 
the Argonautica (Apyovauttkd), a hexameter poem ona 
mythological topic, on which the author’s fame depended 
already in the ancient world. We also have some meagre 
fragments of minor works, which can be classified into two 
distinct groups: poetic works and philological works in prose, a 
combination that, as we have seen, was characteristic of the 
Hellenistic Age and of Alexandrian culture in particular. 

The former group includes the Ktioetc or Foundations, in 
hexameters, which must have been inspired, in a spirit at once 
antiquarian and artistic, by the ancient historiographical genre 
of this name; it narrated the foundations of Alexandria, 
Naucratis, Caunus, Cnidus and Rhodes. The little poem Canobus 
(KavwBos), in choliambics, takes its name from the mythical 
helmsman of the ship of Menelaus (or, according to another 
version, of the god Osiris), who died in the Nile delta (where 
there is an island bearing his name) from the bite of a serpent 
and who was honoured by being transformed into a star 
(katasterismos, a literary motif that we have met in Callimachus’ 
The Lock of Berenice). This work must have been inspired by the 
taste for aetiology and will have narrated the origin of 
Alexandrian cults. We also have records of epigrams by 
Apollonius, but the only surviving one attributed to him is 


probably spurious and takes as its theme the poetic rivalry with 
Callimachus. 

Among the works of philology (on which cf. also The 
Hellenistic Age III 2.2) the sources cite some monographs on 
single authors of the Archaic and Classical Ages, such as 
Archilochus, Hesiod and Antimachus. His main philological work 
was on the text of Homer, the results of which deeply influenced 
his own poetic creation and certainly were set out, at least 
partly, in his work Against Zenodotus. 


5.2.3 The Argonautica 


The Argonautica are preserved via an abundant transmission 
that includes dozens of papyri of the Graeco-Roman Period and 
more than 50 manuscripts from the Middle Ages and 
Renaissance, supplemented by a rich indirect tradition. 

The poem tells the mythical story of the conquest of the 
golden fleece by Jason and his companions, who set sail in the 
ship Argo and are hence called the Argonauts. The work is 
subdivided into four books, making a total of around six 
thousand lines, and it has a fairly linear structure. The first two 
books tell of the Argonauts’ long voyage by sea from Pagasae in 
Thessaly to Colchis on the Black Sea. The topic of Book III is the 
eventful stay in Colchis, where the love story between Jason and 
Medea unfolds, and Book IV tells of the capture of the golden 
fleece and the adventures faced by the heroes on their way back 
to Thessaly. 


Book I. The work opens with an invocation to Apollo, 
followed by a rapid summary of the situation before the 
action begins: Pelias, king of Iolcus after usurping the 
throne of his brother, has commanded his nephew Jason 
to go on an impossible mission, namely to bring back the 
golden fleece, in return for which the crown will be 
restored to him. The many heroes who participate in the 
adventure are presented, in a catalogue that takes as its 
model the Catalogue of Ships in the Iliad, but which is 


distinguished from it by the psychological and biographical 
depth in which the characters are presented. After Jason 
has bade farewell to those dear to him - particularly 
dramatic tones mark his leavetaking from his mother 
Alcimede - the heroes gather in assembly for the final 
preparations. Heracles is chosen as the leader of the 
expedition, but he declines it in favour of Jason. The ship 
Argo is launched and rites are celebrated to propitiate and 
win the favour of Apollo. During the sacrificial banquet, the 
belligerent Idas displays an insolent arrogance that 
provokes a reaction from the other heroes, but peace is 
restored by the bewitching song of Orpheus, who 
accompanies himself on the lyre as he sings a cosmogony 
with a Hesiodic flavour. At dawn the heroes embark and 
raise anchor. The rest of the book tells the first part of the 
voyage to Colchis. The first stage of the journey is to the 
island of Lemnos, where the women have killed all the 
men; by divine will, the arrival of the Argonauts will 
prevent the extinction of the Lemnians (Jason has a 
relationship with the queen Hypsipyle which prefigures 
that with Medea). After a year, reminded by Heracles of 
their mission, the heroes take to the sea again and reach 
Cyzicus. In alliance with the local population of Doliones 
they defeat the Giants but then, after setting sail and being 
driven back by the winds, they again encounter the 
Doliones. The two groups fail to recognise each other and, 
when conflict arises, the Argonauts slaughter their former 
allies. During a stop in Mysia, Heracles wanders away from 
the ship to look for his squire Hylas, who has disappeared 
(he has been abducted by a nymph at whose spring the 
young man had wanted to draw water). When the Argo 
sets sail, Heracles and Polyphemus, who had in vain run to 
the aid of Hylas, remain ashore. On board, a discussion 
arises and Telamon insinuates that Jason was jealous of 
Heracles and so had intentionally provoked his loss. 
However, the sea-god Glaucus explains to the Argonauts 
that the loss of the two heroes is part of a divine plan. 


Book II. This book tells the second part of the voyage, up to 
the arrival at Colchis. In the country of the Bebrycians the 
Argonauts encounter the king Amycus who challenges to a 


boxing match whoever reaches his land. Pollux takes up 
the challenge and prevails over the brutal opponent 
thanks to his skill and the Argonauts exterminate the 
population. The heroes then encounter Phineus, the seer 
condemned by Zeus to blindness and a life of hardships 
for having revealed part of divine science to mankind. The 
Argonauts free him from the harassment of the Harpies, 
who continuously steal his food, and he predicts the 
itinerary that they will follow and the dangers they will 
face, until Aphrodite will resolve everything. The ship sets 
sail again and escapes various hazards including the 
clashing in the midst of the waves of the Symplegades 
cliffs at the entrance to the Black Sea. In the country of the 
Mariandyni they are welcomed by the king Lycus, who 
gives them as guide his son Dascylus. The seer Idmon, 
who had predicted his own death, is killed by a boar, and 
the helmsman Tiphys falls victim to a disease. Avoiding the 
country of the Amazons, the Argonauts encounter various 
peoples with bizarre customs: Chalybes, Tibarenians and 
Mossynoecians. On the island of Ares they find and help 
shipwrecked sailors: these are the sons of Phrixus, who 
had set off from Colchis for Orchomenus to recover the 
goods of their grandfather Athamas, and they accompany 
them as far as the mouth of the river Phasis, in the land of 
the Colchians. 


Book III. This book, which takes as its subject the 
opposition between the Argonauts and Aeetes, king of Aia 
in Colchis, is dominated by the love story of Jason and 
Medea, the daughter of the king, set in motion by the will 
of Hera and Athena and the initiative of Aphrodite. After 
the assembly of the heroes has decided to attempt an 
amicable agreement with Aeetes, Jason and some 
companions reach the palace. Here his first encounter with 
Medea takes place; the god Eros, son of Aphrodite, pierces 
Medea’s heart and enflames her love. The hero Argus 
presents to the king the request for the Fleece. At first the 
king, who fears a plot, reacts with rage. Then, when Jason 
persists, he consents to a pact that Jason must overcome a 
terrible triple test: to plough a field with bulls that breath 
fire, sow in it dragon’s teeth and fight the giants that will 


rise from the sown field. Argus advises Jason to ask 
Medea’s help. She, in the meantime, is undergoing her 
own psychological drama and spends anxious hours 
seized by the desire of love and the anxious doubt about 
whether to help the strangers and so come into conflict 
with her father. After overcoming the temptation of 
suicide, she resolves to prepare a magic potion that will 
tame the bulls of Aeetes. She goes to the temple of Hecate 
to meet Jason. He asks her help and she agrees, receiving 
in exchange the promise of fleeing with him to Greece and 
of marriage. The following day the test takes place, in 
which Jason succeeds, aided by the magic arts of Medea. 


Book IV. Shaken by fear of her father, Medea gives the 
Argonauts the opportunity to seize the golden fleece by 
using a magic potion to put to sleep the dragon that 
guards it. The ship Argo sets sail, pursued by the 
Colchians, and enters the river Ister (the Danube). When 
Apsyrtus, the brother of Medea, who is leading the pursuit, 
catches up and corners them, the Argonauts are on the 
point of making a deal and handing over Medea, but Jason 
kills Apsyrtus who, in dying, stains his sister with his blood. 
The need to purify themselves from this contamination 
prompts the heroes to take a long diversion through the 
Adriatic. Travelling along the rivers Eridanus and Rhone, 
they emerge into the Tyrrhenian Sea and arrive at the isle 
of Elba, from where they proceed to the abode of Circe, 
who completes the purificatory rites. The voyage 
continues, encountering hazards, following the route 
previously taken by Odysseus. They too overcome Scylla, 
Planktai and Charybdis and flee from the Sirens, who are 
overcome by the song of Orpheus. After approaching Sicily 
near the pastures of the cows of the Sun, the ship lands at 
Drepane, city of the Phaeacians. Here the Argonauts find 
other Colchians, who want to return Medea to her 
homeland. The king Alcinous decides that he will judge the 
matter and, in order to prevent the departure of Medea, 
her wedding to Jason takes place. The ship sets off again 
on its voyage, but near Greece it is forced by a storm onto 
the coast of Libya. Instructed by the local nymphs, the 
heroes carry the ship across the desert to Lake Tritonis, 


from where they are able to return to the sea. After other 
misadventures near Crete, the ship halts at Aegina and 
finally reaches the gulf of Pagasae in Thessaly where the 
voyage began. 


The story of Jason was quite popular and well known, being 
known already to Homer, who in the Iliad and Odyssey 
dramatised the adventures of the next generation of heroes 
after the Argonauts. Among Apollonius’ more immediate 
sources, the scholia to the Argonautica indicate poems of that 
name by Theolytus of Methymna and Cleon of Curium (see 
above), as well as the part of Antimachus’ Lyde that told of 
Medea’s unhappy love for Jason. Apollonius departs from the 
traditional tale in some significant ways. It is hard to say 
whether he found them already in one of his sources, but it is 
certain that he gave them his own distinctive treatment. Among 
these we may note, in the backstory prior to the voyage, that in 
Apollonius’ version Jason returns to Iolcus not in order to 
advance his dynastic claims but to seek reconciliation with 
Pelias, while the latter wants to be rid of his nephew because the 
oracle has foretold that he will die by the hand of one who 
appears before him with one bare foot, and Jason, arriving at 
Iolcus, has lost one of his sandals. Other modifications of the 
common version of the myth concern details that clearly aim to 
soften the image of Medea as diabolically violent and 
bloodthirsty. The most important change is certainly the 
metamorphosis of this character, which is presented by 
Apollonius by changes to the account of the horrible deaths of 
Medea’s brother and of King Pelias in ways that reduce her 
responsibility. Apsyrtus, who was trying to capture his sister, is 
killed by Jason, though admittedly in a trap devised together 
with Medea, while the death of the usurper Pelias does not 
occur within the poem itself, but is merely announced as a 
punishment by Hera for neglecting her cult. 


5.2.4 Epic model and Hellenistic poetics 


The poetry of the Argonautica was long considered to be an 
unsuccessful imitation of Homeric epos, the result of an 
attempted emulation in an era when cultural values, poetic taste 
and the function and ways of enjoying literature had undergone 
profound changes. This judgement has been superseded thanks 
to a better understanding of the text, which, by simultaneously 
citing its epic model while also distancing itself from it, aims to 
define a new conception of the genre. The reuse of elements 
that are constitutive of epic does not mean passive repetition of 
its traditional characteristics, but is the precondition for a 
literary product that, by skilful artistic work of variation and 
differentiation, of allusion to the traditional norm and 
divergence from it, expresses the new sensibility of its 
contemporary world. 

There are numerous episodes and details in the Argonautica 
that, through a skilful play with intertextuality, use this 
technique of variation to cite the text of the Homeric poems. The 
poet makes his own literary competence productive in creating a 
work in which allusion to the model (explicit or veiled), by 
varying expressive or thematic elements, continuously 
generates a depth of meaning. Detailed analysis of Apollonius’ 
poetic diction constantly reveal a relation with archaic Greek 
epic through allusion and variation, imitation and distance, 
confrontation and emulation. These aspects are present in the 
very warp and weft of the poem's expressive fabric and they 
demand an interpretation that is at all times attentive and 
accomplished, capable of catching the infinite number of ways 
and means that the poet's erudite art calls upon in order to 
“dialogue” with his model, allowing him to treat it as an admired 
rival. Often the interaction between the poet and his model is 
complicated by the fact that Apollonius also mixes into the 
relationship elements drawn from Homeric exegesis. His reuse 
of, or rather his relationship with, the model is often mediated 
by an exegetical penumbra that forms part of his “Alexandrian” 
professionalism as an erudite grammarian. The first 
consequence of this way of making literature is that ignorance 
of the model (including its exegetical framework, to some 


degree) will prevent comprehension of the poetic text. 

One of the most obvious citations is the catalogue of heroes 
at the start of Book I of the Argonautica, which has been shaped 
with an eye to the Catalogue of Ships in the Iliad. Analogously, 
the episode involving Jason’s relationship with Hypsipyle on the 
island of Lemnos, which delays by a year the progress of the 
voyage in search of the golden fleece, is constructed on the 
model of the love of Odysseus and Calypso, the nymph who 
detained him for seven years on the island of Ogygia. In the 
story of the assembly of the women of Lemnos, on the other 
hand, what is at work is a kind of “reversal” of a situation typical 
of Iliadic epic, the assembly of warriors. Some interesting 
examples of this dynamic relation to the Homeric model are 
found in a comparison of Book IV with the Odyssey. The return 
journey of Jason and his companions in part repeats the 
itinerary followed by Odysseus in his voyage towards Ithaca, 
reusing the famous episodes of Scylla and Charybdis, the Sirens, 
the cows of the Sun and Circe. The narrative proceeds in the 
shadow of Homer, in the sense that it presupposes familiarity 
with the model in order to recognise the citations of it in the text 
and content. But at a structural and thematic level, there is a 
substantial difference between the return of Odysseus and that 
of Jason, since the former involves a voyage from Troy to Ithaca 
that progressively moves forward, and in which the heroic 
character of the protagonist is made clear. The voyage of Jason, 
to the contrary, follows a circular course that leads it back to its 
point of departure, implying that the adventure is an 
inconclusive wandering that made no progress, and it is telling 
that the most frequent sentiment of Jason and his companions 
is uncomfortable lack of confidence in the face of the difficulties 
and misadventures that persistently arise. The relation to the 
model, as we have said, does not aim to be a sterile repetition or 
imitation, but rather an original revisiting of it, endowed with 
new meanings. Thus the exordium of Book IV, which contains 
the request to the Muse to sing the sufferings of Medea, briefly 
alludes to the incipit of the Iliad and Odyssey, which are fused in 
a suggestive synthesis - with the significant difference that in 


this case the declared object of the song is not the trials of war 
or a hero’s adventures, but the sufferings of a woman’s love. 
The final line of the book and of the poem takes on a significant 
implication that underlines the literary and philological self- 
awareness of Apollonius’ artistic creation: it clearly picks up 
Odyssey 23.296, which was regarded by the Alexandrian 
philologists as the line that marked the true end of the Homeric 
poem. 

The Argonautica is thus not simply yet another poem 
composed in the wake of Homer (works of this kind were 
circulating in Apollonius’ day too, as we have seen), but is the 
result of a complex cultural operation by a learned poet, who 
intended to re-found the genre of epic. Apollonius achieved this 
literary goal essentially by innovating in the narrative technique, 
by drawing on modes of narration borrowed from other genres. 

One of the genres with the strongest presence for 
Apollonius in the composition of the Argonautica is dramatic 
poetry. It has been observed that the general structure of the 
poem (four books ranging from a minimum of 1285 to a 
maximum of 1781 lines each) picks up that of the tragic 
tetralogy. The influence of tragedy can be seen also at the level 
of content and in the organisation of the material. In the first 
place, the narration proceeds in large part through episodes 
that are linked but autonomous. As well as the motifs relating to 
heroes, warriors and adventures, which are typical of traditional 
epic, we find to a large degree the theme of love, treated in 
Book III at length and in psychological depth. And the story 
proceeds through dialogues, monologues, preparation of action 
and interior development of the characters, which all closely 
recall dramatic technique. 

The depiction of the emotional development of Medea, 
whose passion for Jason is the true motor of events, has been 
seen as influenced by the image of this heroine created by 
Euripides in the tragedy Medea. The Medea of Euripides and that 
of Apollonius have the same energetic initiative, which 
compensates for the essential passivity of Jason, and both 
authors draw on the technique of not presenting the action 


itself, but rather the development of the protagonist’s interior 
drama of hesitation and resolution, which is expressed in 
charged and dramatic monologues. 

Another reflection of the dramatic representation of the epic 
story is the demystification of the traditional hero. The typical 
figure of the hero as monolithic in his bravery and physical 
vigour is personified in the poem by Heracles. The companions 
acclaim him as leader of the expedition and the choice of Jason 
is just a subsequent act of homage. It is Heracles who is the 
spokesman for their collective conscience while the adventure is 
languishing during the prolonged stay on the island of Lemnos 
and, significantly, the heroic Heracles departs the scene already 
before the ship reaches Colchis. The counterpoint to the semi- 
divine Heracles is Jason, a sort of anti-hero or “bourgeois” hero. 
It is interesting that Apollonius represents the companions of 
Jason as troubled by losing Heracles (to the point that Telamon 
insinuates that Jason had had an active role in the loss). This is 
confirmation of the difference from the heroic model that is 
expressed by the two figures. Oppressed in his fragile humanity 
by the tragic encounter with his own fate, Jason is the opposite 
of the traditional hero: his recurring and accustomed attitude is 
in fact dejection in the face of the tests he must face and which 
he overcomes not by his own personal virtues but by the 
providential help of other characters. Among these Medea 
stands out: in relation to her Jason plays an essentially passive 
role. It is thanks to the love of Medea, not the courage of Jason, 
that the Argonauts take possession of the golden fleece. And the 
conclusion of the entire story, as we have seen, is the 
completing of a circle that leads back to the point of departure. 

In place of the essentially linear and uniform narration of 
traditional epic, Apollonius substitutes a greater freedom in 
organising the time of the narration: it tends to coincide less 
and less with the time of the story, in relation to which the 
author at times accelerates the narrative, by selecting from the 
material, abbreviating and cutting typical scenes and watering 
down the repetition and formulaic character proper to epic, but 
at times the author slows down the narrative, above all by 


introducing digressions and giving great space to the 
psychological component of the characters. 

Another innovative aspect of Apollonius’ epic compared to 
traditional epic is the simultaneous presence of the mythic past 
and the historical present. This is ensured by the aetiological 
interest in the origin of names, usages, cults and foundations of 
cities, as is present above all in the parts of the poem that 
recount the wanderings of the Argonauts (Books I-II and IV). 
The author's cultural sensibility and scholarly competence 
become functional aspects in a precise poetic conception that 
tends to historicise myth, using it to provide an explanation of 
historical data relevant to the present. As well as this narration 
of myth as a foundational element of the historical present (or 
aition: an element of Alexandrian poetics that we have recalled a 
number of times), we may add the wish to explain the mythical 
story in its entirety, jettisoning the traditional practice of 
narrating just one segment of a saga, which was itself set within 
the material of legendary cycles. This “narrative self-sufficiency” 
is achieved by Apollonius by using the technique of analepsis, 
that is, by recalling the mythical background. Epic narration thus 
becomes a site in which the unity of myth and history is 
achieved, in a continuum that runs from the most remote and 
obscure eras to the present. 

An instance of this unity through poetry is the explicit 
presence of the author within the narration, a sort of medium 
who ensures the link between reality and the material that is 
subject of the literary narration. Breaking the rigid traditional 
convention of anonymity and objectivity in epic narration, 
Apollonius frequently intervenes in the first person to comment 
on his own tale with metaliterary observations, such as when he 
reminds himself not to deviate too far from the course of the 
main narrative. This is an aspect of narrative technique that 
expresses well the self-awareness and compositional mastery of 
the Hellenistic poets: we have seen how Callimachus, in the 
elegy on Acontius and Cydippe, breaches the literary convention 
by chastising himself for the excess of following the story where 
he pleases (Aetia III fr. 75, 8-9 Pf.). 


Seen from this point of view, the distance between the 
aesthetic conception of Callimachus and that of Apollonius is 
sharply reduced and perhaps vanishes altogether, except for the 
decision to apply it to different genres, and hence to different 
literary problems. The ancient legend of the two poets’ rivalry 
seems to have emerged, on the one hand, from the earliest of 
the many distortions of Apollonius’ work, and on the other hand 
(as already noted) in all likelinood from a biographical study 
based merely on off-hand deductions from the texts and a 
fondness for reconstructing supposed rivalries and polemics 
between authors supposedly mirrored in the texts (the case of 
Pindar and Bacchylides comes to mind too). Beyond this, the 
real difference between the two consists at most in the fact that 
Callimachus resolved the question of the outmoded character of 
epic poetry by declining to practise it, whereas Apollonius, to the 
contrary, proposed to revitalise epic from within, by deciding to 
test himself on the most prestigious and toughest of the 
traditional genres, advancing and renewing the structures and 
expressive modes that had always belonged to it. 

Admittedly Callimachus declares several times that he has 
little sympathy for long-form poetry, which he sees as lacking 
the continuous inspiration it requires, and he shows that he 
does not share the Aristotelian judgement that primacy in 
poetry goes to epic and tragedy. These are points that, to the 
contrary, apply fully to the poetry of Apollonius, who creates a 
new epic crossed with tragedy. However, there is a basic 
aesthetic affinity between Callimachus and Apollonius that is 
defined by the idea of a poetry that is elaborately refined, 
addressed to a sophisticated public able to catch the subtle and 
highly literary skein of allusions and deviations from the model, 
sometimes imperceptible to all but an expert ear, but always 
charged with meaning. Like the poetry of Callimachus, the 
Argonautica is an aristocratically exclusive work: one that plays 
the literary game of mixing different forms of expression (epic 
and tragedy) according to the Alexandrian precept of 
TroAvet Seta (“variety of forms”); and one in which the use of 
antiquarian and geoethnographic competence, the erudite 


selection of the mythical variants and reconstruction of the 
connection between the mythical past and the present, thanks 
to the interest in aetiology, are foundational aspects of literary 
creation. These starting assumptions underlying all Apollonius’ 
work make him the author not of an anachronistic imitation, but 
of a true revisiting of epos in the light of the most up-to-date 
poetics of the Hellenistic Age. 


5.2.5 Language and style 


The language of the Argonautica is of course that of Homeric 
diction, which, notwithstanding the possibility of some 
deviation, remains the basis of expression in the epos. We have 
already spoken above of the intertextual relations to the model, 
including at the level of linguistic expression. However, the 
innovative intentions operate at the level of language and style 
too, leading the author to update the morphology and 
vocabulary and to use a more complex syntax than that of 
Homer. In accord with the poetic norm of variation, as happens 
at the level of typical scenes, Apollonius reinterprets epic 
formularity by taking every opportunity to break with the typical 
repetitiousness that was linked, as we know, to the oral origins 
of archaic Greek epic. 


5.2.6 Later reception 


In the same way as with Callimachus, the poetic works of 
Apollonius Rhodius had a vast resonance in the Latin world, 
where there were some important “translations” or reworkings 
of the Argonautica. Famous among these are those of Varro 
Atacinus (first century B.C.) and Valerius Flaccus (first century 
A.D.). But the poem influenced Latin poetry more generally, 
becoming important above all for the formation of a poetics of 
epic in the Augustan Period. It is hard to measure the debt of 
Vergil to Apollonius, which can be seen in the story of Aeneas 
and Dido narrated in Book IV of the Aeneid, which is in large part 


modelled on that of Jason and Medea. 


6 Theocritus and bucolic poetry 


6.1 Bucolic-pastoral poetry and Hellenistic poetry 


In the landscape of the literary production of the Hellenistic Age, 
bucolic or pastoral poetry occupies an important space. The 
genre, traditionally ascribed to the initiative of its “inventor” 
Theocritus of Syracuse, appears for us moderns too to be closely 
linked to this Syracusan poet, who, however, did not create it 
from scratch but picked up impulses and motifs that were 
already present in previous literature. In the archaic and 
classical tradition we can trace a seam of naturalistic and 
pastoral poetry, in various aspects including the setting and way 
of life, the oldest expression of which is in the Homeric poems 
themselves. There we find elements drawn from real rural life in 
the description of the shield of Achilles in Book XVIII of the Iliad, 
as also in the Polyphemus episode narrated in Book IX of the 
Odyssey. Further aspects and contexts from the world of the 
countryside and the life of herders were abundantly present in 
satyr drama. However, the most significant aspect, it seems, is 
that this poetic current had a wide diffusion above all at the level 
of popular culture, in the context of Sicilian rustic traditions. 
From here Theocritus must have drawn inspiration in order to 
“found” a new literary genre that was refined and stylised to a 
high degree, carrying out a very conscious and studied 
transformation of forms and contents as regards their modes, 
level and audience. 

The medieval manuscripts that have transmitted the works 
of Theocritus preface them with a short treatise on bucolic 
poetry attributed to the grammarian Theon, who lived in the 
Augustan Period (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.4). Reconstructing 
the origin of the genre, the author of the little treatise presents 
three different versions, with the common element being a 
direct relation between pastoral poetry and popular and rural 


cult forms of the goddess Artemis in Laconia or Sicily. A cultic 
and religious connotation is in reality completely absent from 
Theocritean bucolic poetry and is perhaps to be explained as the 
product of ancient erudite studies following the pattern of the 
cultic origin of dramatic poetry proposed by Aristotle in the 
Poetics. 

Represented by Theocritus and in the following century by 
Moschus and Bion, “sophisticated” bucolic poetry of the 
Hellenistic Period reached quite elevated levels of formal 
refinement and literary stylisation, moving decisively away from 
what must have been the level of the popular production of 
previous and contemporary times. The themes linked to the 
rustic world were adopted into the mainstream of the Hellenistic 
conception of poetics, with its starting assumptions that are 
more typical of a learned and exclusive poetry and the idea of 
the artistic product as an end in itself (“art for art’s sake”). 


6.2 Theocritus of Syracuse 
6.2.1 Biographical notices 


The sources for our limited knowledge of Theocritus’ biography 
consist of a Life preserved in the medieval manuscripts, 
information contained in the hypotheseis and in scholia to his 
poetry and some other scattered testimonia. A few details can 
be extracted from the works themselves: unfortunately these 
are not many but, as well as the uncertainty inevitable in 
biographical inferences drawn from poetic works, in this case we 
also need to consider the timeless character of bucolic poetry 
and the setting in a mythical past of the short epic narrative 
poems. 

A first uncertainty is the poet’s precise chronology. Since in 
some works he refers to persons and events that can be dated 
around the years 280-270 B.C., his date of birth should probably 
be placed around 300 B.C. 

Theocritus’ native land was Syracuse (as we learn also from 


some references in Idyll 28, The Distaff). Close connections to 
Sicily are also attested by Idy/l 11 (The Cyclops and Galatea), 
where Polyphemus is in line 7 called 6 KUkAWW 6 Trap’ auiv, 
“Our countryman, the Cyclops,” and 16 (The Graces or Hieron), in 
which the poet addresses encomiastic words to the Syracusan 
tyrant Hieron II, who took power in 275 B.C. But other hints 
indicate that he must have spent long periods away from Sicily. 

The knowledge of the island of Cos that emerges from Idyll 7 
(The Harvest Festival) leads us to assume that he spent time 
there. The mention in that idyll of Philitas, the poet and 
philologist with close connections to the Egyptian court of the 
Ptolemies and whose poetic excellence Theocritus 
acknowledges (line 40), seems to confirm that he spent part of 
his life on the island and that he perhaps belonged to the 
famous school of Philitas. A further trace of Theocritus’ 
familiarity with this geographical area comes from other poems, 
which reveal botanical knowledge more characteristic of the 
eastern Mediterranean environment than of that of Sicily. 

From the setting of Idyl/ 15 (The Women from Syracuse) we 
can deduce that Theocritus made a journey to Alexandria. The 
existence of significant connections to the Ptolemaic court is 
well attested by the composition of an encomium (Jdy// 17) to 
Ptolemy II Philadelphus (283-246 B.C.) and by the eulogising 
tones used towards the king here and there in Theocritus’ work. 
The encomium is dated to 273/2 B.C. and so cannot be much 
later than that for Hieron of Syracuse, from whom Theocritus 
evidently failed to win protection. Some suppose that at 
Alexandria Theocritus knew Callimachus and came into contact 
with the cultural world of the Museum. We cannot be certain of 
this, which at a biographical level is purely hypothetical 
(although it seems hard to imagine that when visiting 
Alexandria Theocritus would not have made the acquaintance of 
these circles), but from precise references contained in the 
surviving work it is apparent that Theocritus knew at least the 
poetry of Callimachus and Apollonius Rhodius. Unlike them, 
however, it is practically certain that he did not hold any official 
position within the Ptolemaic cultural institutions. 


6.2.2 The works 


As we will see, the works of Theocritus have survived, via the 
medieval manuscripts, within a heterogeneous corpus that 
includes poems attributed to him that are in reality spurious, 
and also works by other poets, such as Bion, Moschus, Simmias 
and anonymous poems. Some papyrus fragments attest 
interventions by Hellenistic grammarians, a sign that the work 
of Theocritus was edited and studied in the ancient world, even 
before the grammarian Artemidorus of Tarsus published the 
collection of the bucolic poets in the first century B.C. (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age IV 6.3). 

Among the thirty-one poems of the strictly Theocritean 
corpus, thirty are transmitted by the medieval manuscripts, 
while we possess the first part of one other (Poem 31) thanks to 
a papyrus. The authenticity of some poems is debated or 
rejected, namely Poems 8, 9, 19-21, 23, 25 and 27. The most 
famous poems in the corpus are those linked to the theme of 
love in a pastoral or rural setting, in which goatherds and other 
herders compete in poetic competitions, often with a 
background of love, within the rustic context of a stylised 
countryside. These are the bucolic idylls, in Doric dialect, a genre 
of which Theocritus was and is considered to be the “inventor”: 
these are poems 1, 3-7, 10 and 11 of the corpus. The term “idyll” 
(ciSUAALOV) in antiquity designated all the Theocritean poems, 
that is, not just those on bucolic topics, as is the preferred usage 
today. The significance of the term, which is a diminutive of 
eiSoc, is not clear. Perhaps it indicated generically a “small 
composition” and was adopted by the Alexandrians to designate 
short poems on various topics. It was probably the particular 
importance of the bucolic poems within the Theocritean corpus 
that resulted in the term eventually coming to designate these 
poems only, for which reason today the term “idyll” is used 
specifically for this genre of poem. 

Aside from the bucolic idylls, therefore, Theocritus’ output is 
quite varied and picks up important poetic genres typical of the 
Hellenistic Age: the epyllion (cf. The Hellenistic Age IV 1.2), in 


Ionic-Homeric dialect (poems 13, 22, 24, 26), and the mime (cf. 
The Classical Age V 4.1.2) in Doric-Syracusan dialect (2, 14, 15). 
Other poems pick up various forms of traditional lyric: sympotic 
and homoerotic poems, which in content and form reprise the 
Aeolic tradition and Anacreon (12, 29, 30), encomia (16, 17), an 
epithalamium (18) and a dedicatory epigram (28). In general all 
these works, in their recollection of lyric genres of the ancient 
archaic and classical tradition, are characterised by the mixture 
of different genres and forms, a procedure that corresponds to 
a specific decision on poetics (as has been noted a number of 
times already) which matches the general Hellenistic conception 
of poetry and which to different degrees characterises most of 
Theocritus’ work. Of Poem 31, as we have said, we have only 
around thirty lines thanks to a papyrus. Finally, the manuscripts 
of Theocritus and the Palatine Anthology have also transmitted 
twenty-four epigrams under this poet’s name. 


6.2.3 The bucolic idylls 


The manuscript tradition unanimously transmits as the first 
poem of the Theocritean corpus the idyll called Thyrsis or Song. 
This exhibits some of the recurring characteristics of the bucolic 
genre, such as dialogue and poetic song among herders and 
tones of melancholic nostalgia, and seems to take on an 
exemplary and programmatic standing. The idealised 
representation of nature and its inhabitants is a consistent trait 
of the genre, in which the herders and the people of the 
countryside are primarily singers and poets. A herder asks 
Thyrsis to perform a song, offering as gift, among other things, 
an inlaid wooden bowl. The theme chosen by Thyrsis concerns 
Daphnis, a mythical figure of the pastoral world - a herdsman of 
great beauty who was brought up by the nymphs of the woods - 
whose death is narrated in an obscure and allusive way. The 
song therefore takes on the tones of funerary lament and 
describes herders, animals and gods who hurry to the man’s 
deathbed. 


Idyll 3 (The Goatherd) is the subtly ironic representation of a 
pastoral serenade by a lovestruck goatherd outside a cave 
where the herdswoman Amaryllis lives, following the urban 
fashion of the paraklausithyron (the “serenade outside a closed 
door”). Idyll 4 (The Herdsmen) is the direct dialogue (i.e., not set 
out by a narrator’s voice) between the goatherd Battus and the 
cowherd Corydon. The two converse on various topics, drawing 
a Stylised picture characteristic of the rustic world and its 
people. 

The Goatherd’s Performance (and) Shepherd's Performance is 
the title of Idyll 5, which is regarded as one of the most 
important of Theocritus’ works, since it stages in the form of a 
direct dramatic dialogue a bucolic contest, i.e., a verbal 
competition between herders to win a prize. 


The dialogue is between the goatherd Comatas and the 
shepherd Lacon: after a tightly-woven exchange with 
mutual insults, the two challenge each other in pastoral 
song before the woodcutter Morson, whose judgement 
will fall on Comatas. 


The structure of the poem seems to reflect the real habits of this 
type of rural competition, in its strongly aggressive tone based 
on the power of quick repartee. The definition of this type of 
competition as “amoebaean song” derives from the Greek 
adjective GuotBatoc, which means “exchanging” or “reciprocal” 
and refers to bantering exchanges. As is clear from this poem, 
victory goes to whichever of the two contenders has given the 
best “return” to the opponent, by responding well enough to his 
insinuations and insults. 

The agonistic motif returns, but in peaceable tones, in Idyll 6, 
entitled The Bucolic Singers. 


The herders Daphnis and Damoetas confront each other in 
song, recalling the unrequited love of the cyclops 
Polyphemus for the nymph Galatea. The nymph embarks 
on alover’s quarrel, making a fool of the cyclops who is 


madly in love with her. Damoetas, who impersonates 
Polyphemus in the fiction, responds to the questions of 
Daphnis. 


Within the collection, and in general in Theocritus’ work, 
particular importance is held by Idyll 7, The Harvest Festival (The 
Thalysia), in which literary critics have detected a veiled but 
authoritative declaration about poetics. A bucolic contest set in 
the rural countryside of the island of Cos (where, as we have 
said above, Theocritus must have spent time and perhaps was 
part of the group around Philitas) provides the occasion for a 
kind of consecration of the poet himself as inventor of the 
bucolic genre. 


The author, in fact, stages himself in the guise of the 
herdsman Simichidas, who recounts in epic tones an 
episode that occurred during his voyage to Cos on the 
occasion of the Thalysia harvest festival in honour of 
Demeter. With two of his friends he encounters the 
goatherd Lycidas, who is regarded by all as a great poet. 
After an exchange of banter, Simichidas proposes a bucolic 
contest. The two compete in turn in pastoral song and at 
the end Lycidas definitively grants to Simichidas the baton 
that he had offered as a sign of hospitality, in recognition 
of his poetic skill. The idyll closes with the description of a 
luxuriant natural scene where perfumes and colours run 
riot. 


In the dialogue between Lycidas and Simichidas some literary 
questions are touched on that were very much current in the 
third century B.C., such as the dispute on long-form poetry (of 
which we have spoken repeatedly in relation to Callimachus) - 
Lycidas condemns the traditional epic poem. Further, the gift of 
the baton to Simichidas has been seen as a symbol of 
Theocritus’ investiture as a bucolic poet by a semidivine figure, 
which is how Lycidas is presented. The model for this episode 
seems to be the gift of the poet’s sceptre to Hesiod by the 


Muses (prooemium of the Theogony), matching the preference 
for Hesiod that we have encountered many times among the 
Hellenistic poets. 

Idyll 10 (The Laborers) leaves the strictly bucolic model and 
presents the dialogue and alternating song of two rural 
labourers, Milon and Bucaeus. The hardship of labour and the 
emotion of love are the topics of their song, which draws on 
popular traditions. Idyll 11 (The Cyclops and Galatea) returns to 
the theme of the unhappy love of Polyphemus (who is here 
presented, following a less common tradition, as a young 
herdsman) for the nymph Galatea. The story is inserted into the 
frame of a letter sent by Nicias, a doctor of Miletus who is a 
friend of the poet. 


6.2.4 The other “idylls” 


In the Theocritean corpus we find another series of poems, for 
which we shall retain the traditional generic term “idylls,” which 
are clearly built on the traditions of mime, epyllion and other 
poetic forms, sometimes with obvious mixing of genres. 

Mimes go back to the work of Sophron (cfr. The Classical Age 
V 4.1.2) and their greatest Hellenistic exponent is Herodas (cf. 
below 8). It should be said that the elements of this poetic genre 
(above all the realism of the situations described and of the 
form of expression) recur in much of Theocritus’ work, yet some 
of his poems are more obviously structured according to the 
canons proper to mime. Poems 2, 14 and 15 are termed urban 
mimes, that is, they have an urban setting (whereas Idyll 4, 
which we have mentioned above, could also be considered a 
rural mime). 

Idyll 2 (The Sorceresses) is set on Cos and has as its 
protagonist Simaetha. 


The woman is in love with a man who does not return her 
love and she is seized by contradictory feelings, of passion 
and revenge. During the night, while she is preparing a 


magic potion assisted by a slave called Thestylis, Simaetha 
recalls her own love story leading up to her present 
unhappiness. In the finale, the nocturnal quiet seems to 
soften the woman’s troubled state of mind. 


In Idyll 14 (Aeschinas and Thyonichus) Aeschinas is in dialogue 
with his friend Thyonichus, explaining to him the reasons for his 
disappointment in love; since Cynisca, the woman he loves, does 
not return his feelings, he intends to enlist as a mercenary. 

The most famous mime of Theocritus is Idyl/ 15 (The Women 
from Syracuse, or The Women at the Festival of Adonis). 


The protagonists of the mime are Gorgo and Praxinoa, two 
women from Syracuse who live at Alexandria, the elegant 
capital of the Ptolemies. The impressions of the two 
provincials as they come into contact with the varied and 
astonishing reality of the metropolis is the lens through 
which Theocritus presents a vivid image of the Graeco- 
Egyptian city. The annual festivities in honour of Adonis 
are underway, which Queen Arsinoe wishes to be 
particularly magnificent. A series of small scenes and little 
episodes, linked by the conversation of the two women, 
leads us from a domestic, family setting onto the streets of 
Alexandria, lively and colourful for the festival, and from 
there to the palace of the Ptolemies, the epicentre and 
climax of the festivities. 


Some of the poems are epyllia, that is, short poems ona 
mythological subject (of the type of Callimachus’ Hecale). 

In Idyll 13 (Hylas) the motif of the letter to the friend Nicias 
returns, providing the frame for the narration of Heracles’ love 
for the youth Hylas, who was abducted by the nymphs when he 
was drawing water from a spring. The text shows obvious 
parallels with the account of Apollonius Rhodius (Argonautica 
Book I), which is an earlier work. The mixture of literary forms 
different and distant from each other, such as the religious 
hymn, epic narrative and dramatic dialogue, characterises Idy// 


22 (The Dioscuri), which likewise picks up motifs present already 
in the Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius. The figure of Heracles 
returns in Idyll 24 (Baby Heracles), which narrates the famous 
episode of the infant hero killing the snakes sent by Hera. Idyll 
26 (The Bacchae), which is of debated authenticity, takes as 
subject the killing of Pentheus, guilty of opposing the 
introduction of the cult of Dionysus, by his mother Agave; the 
final part of the poem follows the pattern of a hymn. 

The adoption of literary genres from the older and more 
authoritative tradition can be seen more strongly in some of the 
poems, which evoke other forms. The eroticsymposiastic 
tradition is the inspiration for Idyll 12 (The Beloved Boy), in 
hexameters and Ionic dialect. Idy/ls 16 and 17 are linked by their 
shared encomiastic content: the former (The Graces or Hieron) is 
addressed to the tyrant Hieron of Syracuse; the second 
(Encomium of Ptolemy) is dedicated to Philadelphus. Idy// 18 
(Wedding Song for Helen) builds on the very ancient tradition of 
wedding poetry, combining it with epic narrative about this 
heroine, the wife of Menelaus. In Idy/l 28 (The Distaff) we have an 
example of a dedicatory epigram in Aeolic language and metre: 
the poem accompanies the gift of a golden distaff given by the 
poet to the wife of his friend Nicias. Aeolic lyric on homoerotic 
themes is picked up in Jdyl/s 29 and 30, entitled Love Poem to a 
Boy (Matétka), which derive from sympotic poetry of the Alcaean 


type. 
6.2.5 The Epigrams 


Thanks to the manuscript tradition of the corpus and to that of 
the Palatine Anthology, we know twenty-five epigrams attributed 
to Theocritus that are probably authentic. They pick up themes 
and forms from the epigrammatic tradition and can be divided 
into funerary, dedicatory and ecphrastic poems. Among the last 
group a series of lyrics is preserved that is centred on the 
description of statues of famous poets, such as Archilochus and 
Hipponax. It should be emphasised that these customary 


themes are accompanied, above all in Epigrams 1-6, by the 
bucolic motifs dear to this poet. 


6.2.6 Theocritean poetics 


Theocritus’ concept of poetics fits fully into the Hellenistic- 
Alexandrian literary vision that we have tried to elucidate in the 
previous chapters. The preference for short-form poetry, with 
limited content and elaborate, sophisticated form, is an element 
shared by this poet with various other contemporary figures, 
above all Callimachus. What is perhaps the most interesting 
expression of Theocritus’ advanced artistic research is the 
mixing of different genres, which we have seen in the survey of 
the works. This is an artistic choice that responds to a poetic 
taste that was widespread in Alexandrian poetry, but which in 
the texts of Theocritus is taken to unique levels of experimental 
boldness and sophistication. 

However, Theocritus’ original contribution comes from his 
choice of a pastoral setting, with its creation of a language of 
imagery and style that would be a success in Rome (the Bucolics 
of Vergil) and have an immense resonance much later, in some 
important literary moments of the medieval and modern Ages 
(Boccaccio, Sannazaro, Tasso). The peculiarity of Theocritus’ 
choice consists in taking a humble social world as a space to 
express a refined and elite poetic sensibility. The representation 
of the rustic world of herders is done with a forceful degree of 
realism, a significant contribution to which is made by 
knowledge of specific aspects of pastoral society as well as of 
the plants and animals raised and frequent use of language that 
tends to reproduce colloquial expression. In the same way, there 
is a realistic foundation to the reuse - which is to a certain 
extent an element of erudition - of the very ancient popular 
usage of holding bucolic contests. 

Yet it is clear that this representation appears in Theocritean 
poetry in a form far removed from true realism in the modern 
sense of a reflection of concrete reality. The bucolic world is 


completely idealised. The traits and contents adopted from the 
real setting of the natural world and the work in the fields serve 
to construct a poetic world that is completely transfigured as 
literature, subordinated to the artistic goal of asserting poetic 
values that are highly sophisticated and the fruit of intellectual 
reflection. The statements of poetics themselves that are 
scattered throughout the works and the polished use of the 
crossing of genres are manifestations of Theocritus’ 
exceptionally high level of artistic self-awareness. 


6.2.7 Language and style 


In Theocritus’ poetry it is the Doric dialect that is most prevalent 
or, to put it better, a strong Doric colouring combined, in the 
frequent use of hexameter and distich, with an essentially Ionic- 
Homeric linguistic base. Since the use of Doric was foreign to 
the hexameter of the Homeric epic tradition, this linguistic fact is 
important in itself. The quantity of Doricisms varies, but it 
remains the case that the strongest impression given by the 
metre and language is of an artificial language created by a very 
studied and sophisticated literary blending. Also contributing to 
this is the generous use of colloquialism and popular forms of 
language, intermixed with the other elements mentioned above. 
By far the most common metre (with few exceptions) is the 
hexameter, used not only for genres traditionally composed in 
other metres, even lyric poetry, but also in ways that would be 
absolutely unthinkable in the epic tradition: colloquial addresses 
and amoebaean dialogue are the most striking examples. 


6.3 The bucolic corpus: Moschus, Bion and the “figured” 
poems 


We have already referred to the fact that the medieval 
manuscript tradition has preserved a collection or corpus of 
bucolic poetry consisting of works attributed to Theocritus, 
Moschus, Bion, Simmias and anonymous poems. Some hints 


lead us to believe that the creator of this collection was the first- 
century B.C. grammarian Artemidorus, who aimed to bring 
together in this way a set of work that was homogeneous in 
character, but for which he did not have a complete edition. Less 
secure is the idea that Theon, son of Artemidorus, produced an 
edition of the work of Theocritus alone that was known at Rome 
(we may recall that knowledge of Theocritus’ work was 
fundamental for the poet Vergil). Theocritus, therefore, unlike 
Callimachus, was not the editor of his own work and it is for this 
reason too that the poems transmitted under his name are not 
all in fact authentic. The corpus that has preserved his poems, as 
we have said, contains (as well as texts by other authors) also 
some bucolic texts attributed to him that are spurious. The two 
most important authors of the bucolic corpus inspired by 
Theocritus’ manner of poetry are Moschus and Bion. 

Moschus, originally from Syracuse, lived in the second 
century B.C. and, according to ancient tradition (the Suda 
lexicon), was a pupil of the great Alexandrian philologist 
Aristarchus of Samothrace. In the surviving works we can clearly 
see the influence of Theocritus, both at the generic level of 
composition and in the language and style. His most important 
surviving work is an epyllion of 166 hexameters entitled Europa, 
on the story of the young woman abducted by Zeus in the form 
of a bull. We then have a long epigram in hexameters, Eros the 
Runaway: Aphrodite makes an announcement in which she 
reports the flight of this god and provides a kind of identikit that 
describes the fugitive’s features. An epigram in elegiac distichs 
is preserved in the Palatine Anthology. Other works that are of 
some interest should be regarded as inauthentic: the little poem 
Megara, in which the mother of Heracles, Alcmene, and his wife, 
Megara, lament the death of the Heraclids and foresee the 
death of Heracles. Also spurious is the Lament for Bion, which 
exhibits clear reminiscences of the Thyrsis of Theocritus and 
probably should be assigned to a pupil of Bion. 

Bion of Smyrna too probably lived in the second century B.C. 
and, like Moschus, took as his model Theocritean bucolic poetry. 
He was the author of a Lament for Adonis, on the unhappy fate of 


the mythical lover of Aphrodite. Dominant in this work are the 
pursuit of pathos, the expressive charm of musical effects anda 
taste for minute description. These can be seen in the account 
of the death of Adonis, with the choral lament and the grief of 
the goddess. 

The bucolic corpus includes six works called “figured” 
poems, since the lines of verse that constitute them have a 
length and arrangement on the written page that reproduces 
the silhouette of the objects about which they are written. It is 
possible that they were intended to be carved or written on real 
objects, but this is by no means a necessary assumption. The 
experimental and playful character of these poems, which are 
true literary divertissements, is the origin of the name given 
them already in antiquity: texvottatyvia (technopaignia, i.e 
“games of art”). The earliest of the surviving “figured” poems 
are The Axe, The Wings and The Egg, attributed to Simmias of 
Rhodes, whom we have already mentioned above (cf. above 
2.1.5). Another, The Panpipe (ZGpty8), is attributed by the 
tradition to Theocritus, but modern scholars take a different 
view. The final two poems are both entitled The Altar: one in 
Ionic dialect is attributed to a certain Besantinus and one in 
Doric dialect is assigned to a certain Dosiadas. 


7 Ancient genres and new poetics 


7.1 Selection and preservation 


Our knowledge of the poetry of the Hellenistic Age comes 
primarily from the preserved works of authors of great artistic 
and intellectual stature such as Callimachus, Apollonius Rhodius 
and Theocritus. This is the result of the sifting done by the 
passage of time and by the selection made already by the 
ancients themselves. But it is also the case that the real cultural 
depth of these figures has meant that attention tends to focus 
on them. Yet we should not deny that the production of poetry 
was a widespread and fertile cultural phenomenon in this period 


and that sadly much of it is irrecoverably lost. We may recall 
again that the majority of surviving Hellenistic poetry is from the 
third or at most the first part of the second century B.C. and was 
written in Alexandria or, if not, has links to Alexandria, while we 
have very little of the poetry written from the mid-second 
through to the first century B.C. (which had a very important 
influence on Latin poetry). Epigram is the only genre for which 
extensive documentation has survived from the second century 
and so continues for us without a break until the Late Antique 
Period. We also know little about authors and poetic movements 
outside Alexandria, and so our information suffers from 
geographical limitations as well as chronological ones. 

Yet still within this picture, alongside the three major figures, 
a number of other poets have been noted and considered 
already in the previous chapters, from Philitas to the major 
epigrammatists, from Aratus to Nicander, to Moschus and Bion 
and various other less important figures. Now we should recall 
some further important poets, who, for various reasons, have 
played a prominent role in the history of Greek literature but 
who cannot be relegated to the undifferentiated limbo of the 
category “minor poets.” 


7.2 Lycophron of Chalcis 


The name of Lycophron is linked equally to the history of poetry 
and to that of philology of the Hellenistic Age. As we have 
already noted (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2), in the early phases 
of Alexandrian philological activity (when Zenodotus was 
librarian), Llycophron was given the task of studying the texts of 
the authors of Attic comedy (whereas Alexander Aetolus was 
concerned with tragedy). Unfortunately, we know very little 
about his philological work, since practically nothing has 
survived. In his poetic output, Lycophron was a productive and 
appreciated author of tragedies. We still have one original work 
from him, entitled Alexandra, in iambic trimeters and inspired by 
the forms and contents of major tragic poetry. 

The authorship of the work has been doubted, since it 


seems to contain a reference to the battle of Cynoscephalae in 
197 B.C., an event that can be securely placed after the death of 
Lycophron, whose date of birth should be set around 330 B.C. 
However, the chronological discrepancies within the work can 
easily be explained as the result of interpolations by later 
authors. Lycophron’s homeland was Chalcis, on the island of 
Euboea. At Eretria, another city on that island, he received his 
training from the philosopher Menedemus (the founder of the 
so-called school of Eretria, which was heir to the school of Elis of 
the Socratic philosopher Phaedo). A turning point in the poet's 
life occurred when, around 285 B.C. he moved to Alexandria, 
where he worked at the Library. We do not know the date of his 
death. 

Lycophron’s researches and scholarly interests flowed into a 
treatise On Comedy, which seems to have contained, in 
particular, detailed analyses of glosses typical of comic poets. 
On the literary side of his output, in antiquity he seems to have 
found great fame as an author of tragedies, winning a place 
among the poets of the “Pleiad” (cf. The Hellenistic Age II 2.2). 
Late sources attribute dozens of theatrical works to him, of 
which all that survives is a single brief fragment (from The Sons 
of Pelops). 

Alexandra consists of a long, unbroken monologue of tragic 
type (that is, a rhésis) in 1474 iambic trimeters. On the day that 
the young Paris leaves for Sparta, from where he will return 
after abducting Helen, a servant reports to the Trojan king 
Priam the prophecies that he has heard from the king’s 
daughter Alexandra, another name of the prophetess 
Cassandra. The narrative voice of the servant forms the frame, 
at the start and close of the work, for the young woman's words. 


The messenger speech reproduces word for word the 
prophecies of Alexandra-Cassandra, which foretell the 
Trojan War, the city’s fall and the subsequent sufferings of 
the Greeks on their homeward journeys, a counterpoint to 
the troubles suffered by the Trojans (in a compensatory 
logic found already in the Trojan Women of Euripides). The 


adventures of Odysseus, within the account of the nostoi, 
holds a central position in the overall organisation of the 
work (lines 648-819). Then follows the account of the 
destiny of the Trojans after the Fall of Troy, linked to the 
foundation and later greatness of Rome. The returns of 
the Greeks and the Trojan diaspora prompt the description 
of the first colonisation of the western Mediterranean, 
based essentially on the historical account of Timaeus of 
Tauromenium (cf. The Hellenistic Age VIII 1.4.3). Then there 
is the recollection of the earliest conflict between Europe 
and Asia, beginning from mythical origins (the abduction 
of Io), following a traditional scheme already attested by 
the start of The Histories of Herodotus. The prophecies 
close with the lament of Alexandra at the incredulity of her 
fellow citizens. Then the servant brings the monologue to 
an end and only at this point do we learn of the 
circumstances in which he had heard what he has just 
reported: Priam had set him to guard his daughter, who is 
being held in prison (lines 1467-1471). 


Continuous interest in Alexandra in the ancient world is attested 
by the existence of scholia and of a commentary produced in the 
twelfth century by the Byzantine scholar Johannes Tzetzes. He 
considered the work to be a dramatic monody, evidently seeing 
in ita combination of expressive means drawn from lyric and 
those of a theatrical character. There is no doubt that, following 
a poetic approach perfectly at home in Alexandrian literature 
(Callimachus and Theocritus come to mind), Lycophron has 
undertaken a crossing of different genres: tragedy, lyric and 
epos. 

The style of Lycophron, which is proverbially obscure and 
oracular in type, privileges the connotative aspects of 
metaphorical language through a generous use of hidden 
allusions and ambiguous reference, arcane and erudite imagery, 
cryptic and enigmatic expression. The effect of obscurity is 
accentuated by the use of rare and exotic words and hapax 
legomena, a mixing of dialects and the use of archaisms. The 
result is a text charged with meanings and bristling with 


interpretive difficulties. 


7.3 Euphorion of Chalcis 


Euphorion of Chalcis lived in the mid-third century and was 
enthusiastically committed to the poetics of Callimachus, whom 
he chose as his own model. His birth can be placed around 275- 
270 B.C. He completed philosophical and grammatical studies at 
Athens, he spent time in Thrace and towards 220 he was 
summoned by Antiochus III (223-187 B.C.) to direct the library of 
the city of Antioch. It seems that he was never at Alexandria. He 
died and was buried either in Antioch itself, or in Apamea on the 
Orontes. 

We know many titles of his works, though we cannot always 
detect their nature, and for some of them we have a small 
number of fragments. The Suda lexicon provides us with the 
titles of three poetic works in hexameters: Hesiod, Mopsopia, 
Chiliades. The second of these may have been about stories and 
legends of Attica, given that Mopsopia is another name for 
Attica (probably from the name of Mopsopus, a mythical Attic 
king and hero). The Chiliades, in five books, contained a 
collection of oracles that came true after a thousand years. We 
do not know if the title Curses or The Cup-Thief - we have a 
fragment of it thanks to a parchment find - refers to an 
independent work or to a section of the Chiliades: the poet 
mentions mythological examples of cursing someone who has 
robbed him. It seems that invectives were also contained in 
Thrax which was probably an epyllion. There are also two 
surviving epigrams. 

From the fragments, and also on the basis of ancient 
judgements, Euphorion appears to have been a typical 
representative of Hellenistic poetry, or, better, of Alexandrian 
poetry, since, despite his apparent lack of direct connections to 
Alexandria, his inspiration seems in its poetics and style to be 
very close to Callimachus, indeed he appears to have been one 
of his strictest followers. 


7.4 Sotades 


A contemporary of Callimachus and Theocritus, Sotades had 
close connections to Ptolemy II Philadelphus, writing a poem on 
the occasion of his marriage to his sister Arsinoe. Legend has it 
that the king was offended, since the poet described in obscene 
terms, and as an impious act, the union between the two royal 
siblings. For this, Ptolemy decreed that Sotades be thrown into 
the sea shut up in a lead chest. 

It is attested by fr. 1 that the work did indeed contain 
scurrilous and obscene jokes about the wedding pair. In the 
same poem (assuming that fr. 16 too was part of it) Sotades 
underlined the incestuous nature of the union, comparing it to 
the noble mythical parallel of the wedding between Zeus and his 
sister Hera. The verbal aggression, both joking and obscene, 
directed at the newly married couple is in some respects part of 
the customary ceremony from the archaic tradition. What is 
certain, however, is that in this period, while poets such as 
Callimachus and Theocritus addressed the king in refined 
encomia, the tone chosen by Sotades must have sounded like an 
insolent, as well as courageous, criticism. 

His fame in antiquity depended on two different literary 
aspects. The first is the production of poetic texts with licentious 
content, for which Sotades was included among the poets called 
“cinaedologues” (with reference to the licentiousness of the 
cinaedi). The poet's primary role in this thematic sphere is 
revealed by the ancient testimonia about poems “in the manner 
of Sotades” or “Sotadeans,” some of which survive, and about 
some poets who imitated him, who were called “Sotadici.” The 
second aspect is the frequent use of a type of verse, the ionic 
tetrameter a maiore, which takes its name from him as the 
sotadean verse. It is said that he rewrote the Iliad in lines of this 


type. 


7.5 Iambographi: Phoenix and Cercidas 


Iambic poetry enjoyed great success during the Archaic Age and 


its aggressive and polemical tone then provided meat for 
ancient comedy. As an author of iambics in the Hellenistic Age 
we have already encountered Callimachus, and in the next 
chapter we will discuss Herodas in relation to the particular form 
of the mimiambus. Here we will recall two other poets who were 
distinguished in this ancient genre: Phoenix and Cercidas. 

Phoenix of Colophon was born towards the end of the 
fourth century B.C. and was author of a collection of songs in at 
least two books. The surviving fragments are in choliambic lines 
and are characterised by themes and motifs that are common in 
the genre, such as a popular tone and moralising themes. His 
model, so far as we can tell, is Hipponax. Athenaeus has 
preserved two quite extensive texts: a funerary epigram on the 
Assyrian king Ninus (24 lines) and a poetic imitation (21 lines, 
entitled Kor6nistai, i.e. Beggars) from the Korénisma, a popular 
song of itinerant beggars. Further, a florilegium on papyrus 
conserves a poem in 23 lines, partially damaged, addressed to 
those who live amid abundance without knowing that true 
riches lie in wisdom. 

Cercidas of Megalopolis in Arcadia lived between 290 and 
220 B.C. He held political, diplomatic and military positions in the 
Arcadian League, which was led by his city against Sparta, and 
he pursued legislative activity (we may recall, among other 
things, a provision he proposed that would oblige the youth of 
the city to memorise the Catalogue of Ships from the Iliad). He 
was a follower of the Cynic philosophy, which has left clear 
traces in his poems, the Meliambi, i.e. “sung iambics.” In the 
surviving fragments, motifs typical of Cynic diatribe are 
predominant, such as criticising vicious habits and devotion to 
pleasure and urging a return to the autarky of living according 
to nature. Cercidas was also the author of choliambics (in the 
manner of Hipponax). From the archaic iambic tradition he also 
adopted the traits of inventing fantastic and expressive verbal 
compounds and mixing linguistic forms (using Attic and epic 
forms alongside the Doric base). 


7.6 Melinno 


Under the name of the poetess Melinno all that remains is a 
hymn to Rome in sapphic stanzas, preserved by Strabo (who 
describes her as “Lesbian,” evidently due to the metre, but the 
language displays only sporadic elements of Aeolic dialect). A 
scholarly knowledge of the Greek literary tradition, from Homer 
to the lyricists to the theatre, is combined in this text with the 
exaltation of Rome and its power (a motif that will be reprised 
with vigour by the Latin poets of the Augustan Period). The 
dating is debated: for the most part this poetess is placed in the 
Roman Republican Period, in the second to first century B.C.; 
other date her later, to the first to second century A.D. 


8 Mime and Herodas 


8.1 Mime: a dramatic genre of popular origin 


In ancient Greek the term uiyoc (mimos) designated both the 
actor who publicly performed short realistic and parodic 
imitations of attitudes and situations from everyday life, and 
also the genre of these representations itself. It is an artistic 
form that can be connected to burlesque and buffonesque 
theatre, which was certainly of popular origin and diffusion, 
structured in short, fast scenes in which the dominant role was 
played by gesture, vocal articulation, facial and physical mimicry 
and dance movements. 

The genre seems to have had its origin in the western Greek 
world, probably in Sicily, and it absorbed aspects of popular and 
burlesque theatrical practice from Italic culture. We may note its 
affinity with phallophoria (ritual ceremonies in which a model of 
a phallus was carried in procession), with the phlyax (the 
tragicomic form to which Rhinthon gave literary standing in the 
fourth century B.C.) and with Megarian farce (cf. The Hellenistic 
Age II 2.4 and The Classical Age III 1.4). Companies of travelling 
players used to improvise spectacles in public squares and 
private houses. The object of the representations were often 
human “types” that lent themselves to caricature, characteristic 


figures drawn from the world of professions, such as the 
vainglorious and boastful soldier or the charlatan who tries to 
hawk his latest idea. The actors’ recitation was done in large 
part by improvising, on the basis of a generic plot that 
functioned as a basis for improvisation. The popular character of 
the genre is revealed also in the fact that, normally and in 
contrast to comic and tragic theatre, the actors of mime recited 
their lines with uncovered faces and without specific types of 
footwear. For this reason, the mime actor was called planipes, 
“barefoot,” by the Latins. The performance might be sung to 
musical accompaniment or just recited, and it might require 
several actors or just one solo mime. 

The earliest author of literary mimes seems to have been 
Sophron (cf. The Classical Age V 4.1.2), who lived at Syracuse in 
the second half of the fifth century B.C. The lively dialogues in 
rhythmic prose and Doric language that he composed were 
enjoyed by Plato, who contributed to their diffusion at Athens 
and perhaps drew inspiration from them for the ironic 
characterisation in some of his philosophical dialogues. The 
wide diffusion of Sophron’s work favoured a revival of the genre 
during the Hellenistic Age. At that time the output became 
specialised into dialogue mimes, close to the model of Sophron, 
and lyrical mimes, that is, sung to the accompaniment of the 
cithara or aulos (the term utwauadc, mimaulos, probably refers 
to an “auletes for mimes”), in which situations typical of 
traditional lyric poetry, above all love, were represented in 
parodic tones and humorous exaggeration. It also seems that in 
the Hellenistic Age mime enjoyed a new heyday at the popular 
level, with new performances of a realistic character offered by 
companies of actors. The ancient sources mention different 
forms of mime, such as hilarddia (i.e. “cheerful song”), which 
stuck to moderate tones in its recitation, and the magédia (i.e. 
“song of the magos” i.e. enchanter, charlatan), which was open 
to more comic aspects and a taste for the obscene. 

Mime in the manner of Sophron was thus revived in the 
works of Hellenistic poets, but in a cultural and literary context 
of greater sophistication. We have already spoken of the mimes 


among Theocritus’ works; in the present chapter we will discuss 
the mimes of Herodas. 


8.2 The Mimiambi of Herodas 


Of Herodas (the name is transmitted also in the form Herondas) 
we know very little and that little is in large part deduced from 
his preserved works, with the problems we have repeatedly 
mentioned. The theories about his origins alternate between a 
city in a Doric context (perhaps Syracuse) and the island of Cos, 
on the basis of the mention of that island in some of the mimes 
and of the discovery in inscriptions on Cos of personal names 
used by Herodas for his characters. The era in which he lived is 
the third century B.C. and the cultural setting to which he 
belonged is that of the cultured and lively Alexandria of the 
Ptolemies. 

We knew very little of Herodas’ works - just a few fragments 
from the indirect tradition - until the publication in 1891 of a 
papyrus roll of the first century A.D. (P. British Museum 135) 
containing eight mimes and the start of a ninth in choliambic or 
scazontic verse, which gave rise to the ancient name 
“mimiambi.” The papyrus is badly damaged in the final part, so 
the texts of the eighth and ninth mimes are severely lacunose. 

The decision to use choliambs should be considered a 
precise poetic positioning: along with the traditional mimetic- 
dramatic character and verismo of the genre of mime, Herodas 
intended to add also the liveliness and quick-witted realism of 
iambic poetry in the manner of Hipponax, who was generally 
regarded as the inventor of the choliamb. The Mimiambi consist 
of scenes from daily life, featuring characters of different social 
positions and with strong characterisation. The language, too, is 
marked by realism, reproducing slang forms from popular 
speech. 


Mimiambus 1, A Matchmaker or Procuress, takes its name 
from the protagonist Gyllis, who tries in vain to persuade 
Metriche, whose husband is away in Egypt, to give in to the 


desires of a lover: to tempt the woman, Gyllis boasts of the 
qualities of the suitor, who is described as rich and as a 
man of impressive physique. 


In Mimiambus 2, A Brothel-Keeper, the manager of a brothel 
delivers a speech to the judges of Cos, accusing the 
merchant Thales and calling for him to be condemned to a 
heavy fine because he entered the brothel by force and 
tried to abduct one of the girls, by the name of Myrtale. A 
Schoolmaster is the title of Mimiambus 3: Metrotime 
entrusts to the teacher Lampriscus her son Cottalus, who 
is running wild, so that he may subject him to a harsh 
punishment. The master takes the woman at her word and 
starts to whip Cottalus, until the boy, freed, runs away with 
a sneer. 


Mimiambus 4, entitled Women Dedicating and Sacrificing to 
Asclepius, has as its protagonists two women, Cynno and 
Coccale, who arrive at the sanctuary of Asclepius on the 
island of Cos to thank the god for a cure. On the visit, the 
women are impressed by the beauty of the sanctuary, 
which provides an opportunity to describe the works of art 
contained in it. The mime ends with the announcement to 
the women that the sacrifice that they had requested has 
been propitious. 


The title of Mimiambus 5, A Jealous Person, alludes to 
Bitinna, who has been cheated on by her lover, who is also 
her slave, and now she intends to subject him to a severe 
punishment. She has him bound but, before the 
punishment has taken place, the pleas of the slavewoman 
Cydilla make her relent from her decision. 


In Mimiambus 6, Women in a Friendly or Private Situation, 
Metro has seen in the house of her friend Nossis a 
tempting leather phallus that belongs to Coritto, and so 
she goes to see the latter to ask for the name of the 
leatherworker who made it. By doing this, Metro gets into 
trouble: Coritto had lent the phallus to Eubule, who had 
then lent it to Nossis unbeknown to its owner. Coritto is 
furious, but in the end she calms down and fulfils Metro’s 
request. 


Mimiambus 7 has the title A Cobbler and is set in the 
workshop of Cerdon. His client Metro has brought two 
friends to buy shoes and the leatherworker tries to 
persuade them to make a purchase, praising the merits of 
his products and showering the potential clients with 
flattery. The two women make purchases and Metro 
receives in return from Cerdon the promise of a pair of 
shoes as a gift. 


Mimiambus 8, A Dream, differs sharply from the previous 
ones in the allegorical character of its content, the 
interpretation of which is particularly difficult. A character 
narrates to a slavewoman that he has had a dream: a goat 
that he was bringing through a wood had eaten some 
leaves of oak within a sacred precinct, provoking a violent 
reaction from some herders engaged in a rite in honour of 
Dionysus. The herders killed the goat and made a wineskin 
out of its hide. They then set a challenge to see who could 
jump on the wineskin without falling. No one succeeded 
except the narrator himself, but he receives not the 
promised prize but just rebukes from an old man. Of the 
attempts at interpretation, the most likely solution is that 
the allegory in the mimiambus has a polemical literary 
meaning: the contest with the herders symbolises the 
competition of Herodas with his rival poets, who are 
represented as incapable of producing the “lame” Muse of 
the choliamb in the manner of Hipponax. 


The final mimiambus contained in the papyrus, no. 9, is too 
lacunose and damaged to be able to reconstruct the 
content. 


The most prominent aspect of these poems is the mimetic 
ability displayed by their author in the representation of little 
everyday scenes in quite different contexts and registers: the 
judicial setting of Mimiambus 2, rendered with a careful use of 
the technical procedural language and with reference to precise 
moments in the legal process; the familiar and confidential 
tones of women’s conversation, reproduced in the dialogue of 
the two visitors to the temple of Asclepius, in Mimiambus 4; the 


humorous licentiousness of the two friends in Mimiambus 6; and 
the colourful garrulity of Metrotime in Mimiambus 3 or of the 
leatherworker who is the protagonist of Mimiambus 7. 

As well as these purely literary aspects of the realistic slices 
of everyday life contained in the Mimiambi, these poems also 
have a documentary importance for cultural history, aiding the 
reconstruction of settings and social contexts that are otherwise 
unknown. One eloquent example is the fact that A Schoo/master, 
aside from the exaggerations due to the genre of mime, is a 
powerful and expressive testimony to the didactic method and 
specific practice of the elementary instruction employed in the 
author's times, including the use of harsh corporal punishment. 

Herodas’ shrewd artistic vision and his taste for the reuse 
and variation of literary models emerge very clearly in the 
mimiambus Women Dedicating and Sacrificing to Asclepius. The 
motif of devotees who go on pilgrimage to the temple is one of 
the most frequent themes in the sphere of realistic mime, from 
The Women Viewing the Isthmian Festival of Sophron to The 
Women from Syracuse of Theocritus; but the theme was known 
also in comedy, if Epicharmus composed a play called Pilgrims. 
The fully literary character of this mimiamb of Herodas is 
confirmed by the use of the digressive technique of describing 
the monuments and art works (ekphrasis), a typical and widely 
used element throughout Alexandrian poetry. 

A decisive confirmation that Herodas should be ranked 
among the learned poets trained in the Alexandrian approach is 
offered by Mimiambus 8. In the summary above we noted the 
most likely interpretation, which sees this allegorical poem, with 
its motif of the dream, a theme that since Hesiod had played the 
role of introducing an author’s reflections on his own artistic 
activity, as a polemical and articulated declaration of poetics. 
The statement of his own originality and artistic primacy (in 
having combined the Hipponactean iambic with the dialogue of 
mime) invites comparison with the proud declarations of a poet 
of the stature of Callimachus (to whom the Latin author Pliny 
the Younger likened Herodas) and establishes that the author of 
the Mimiambi fully belongs to the erudite setting of 


contemporary debate on poetics. 

It is not clear in what form these poems were published, but 
their high level of literary craftsmanship leaves no doubt about 
the cultural level of the audience to which they were addressed 
and rules out the notion of a popular audience. Their recherché 
and precious formal character leads one to suspect a 
performance style that had a low degree of spectacularity, for 
example being read aloud within restricted circles, which would 
make it possible to appreciate the artistic fabric of the text. 
Another possibility is that the mimes were declaimed by a solo 
actor, who would take care to give a different rendering to each 
character in the performance. A further hypothesis is, to the 
contrary, that the mimiambs were recited by a troupe of actors 
in a true theatrical presentation. In support of this last 
interpretation, there are some factors shared with theatrical 
works: the dialogue structure of the mimes, which sometimes 
involve several characters; the observation of unities of time, 
place and action; the use of dramaturgical expedients, such as 
the technique of the “aside” in Mimiambus 1 or references to 
objects and persons present “on the stage” put in the mouth of 
the characters; and the absence of any descriptive interventions 
by the author. 

The linguistic texture of the mimes of Herodas is Ionic with 
Attic forms. Similarly to the iambic poetry of Hipponax, which 
beneath apparent expressive immediacy conceals a studied 
awareness of language and stylistic registers, the Mimiambi too 
show a studied use of vocabulary alluding subtly to terms and 
expressions from the literary tradition. Alongside elegant and 
refined forms from high literature, these texts accept stylistic 
features and expressive forms borrowed from the popular 
language, such as the use of metaphor, proverbial sayings and 
neologisms, reused in an erudite linguistic tapestry. 


V The Hellenistic Philosophies 


1 The primacy of ethics and the problem of 
happiness 


1.1 General characteristics 


The profound political and cultural changes experienced by the 
Greek poleis, above all the end of their age-old independence, 
could not but have a series of striking consequences for 
philosophical reflection and how it related to the citizens’ life 
and activities. The shift of the centre of gravity from the heart of 
the city to the great capitals of the Hellenistic kingdoms, with 
the consequent weakening of the spirit of active and committed 
participation in government by all the citizens, directly affected 
the role and function of the philosopher too. A philosopher no 
longer felt - and indeed no longer was - able to exert direct 
influence on decisions concerning the community and events in 
the polis. A distancing from civic reality was inevitable: the 
philosopher and the citizen-politician were no longer the same 
individual. The collective addressed by the philosopher was no 
longer the population of the city, but a circle of followers who 
individually, within their own private sphere, wanted to receive 
instruction on wise conduct and a reassuring existential model. 
The new interlocutor, or rather the new target, of the 
philosophers was now the personal conscience of individuals 
who had their own needs and problems, which were to be 
addressed and solved with a private form of wisdom. Despite 
clear differences, which were often characterised by lively 
polemics, the Hellenistic philosophies had some traits in 
common. A first essential point is the primacy of ethics, which 
were geared towards reflection that was practical in character, 
with the goal of pointing out models of living that could grant 
serenity and happiness in human life. Yet it is important to note 
that the Hellenistic philosophies were organised into genuine 
“systems” composed of precise subjects: physics, which studied 
the fundamental characteristics of the world (and so provided 


the foundations for the other parts); logic, encompassing theory 
of knowledge; and ethics, the themes of which stood in an 
organic relation to the other parts of the system. The primary 
importance of ethics cannot be understood outwith the overall 
framework in which it was set, as we will see. 

Philosophical reflection generally seems at this time to have 
been responding to a pressing demand for ethical values that 
might provide criteria for behaviour and an existential 
framework for individuals, since their collective and personal 
identity had lost its traditional setting and their political frame of 
reference was undergoing further continuous changes in 
perspective, from the various Hellenistic kingdoms to the arrival 
of the Roman conquerors. A sense of insecurity took hold in 
people’s minds. A demand for reassuring values that could 
shelter them from a certain precariousness perceived in their 
changing circumstances was therefore linked to a demand for 
proposed and suggested ways of living that would make it 
possible to achieve a private ideal of unshakeable happiness and 
peaceful existence. 

Ethics, the discipline able to provide the tranquillity and 
imperturbability of the sage, thus came to hold primacy within 
philosophical reflection. All this explains the substantial rejection 
by thinkers of the Hellenistic Age of the dualism that had been 
the foundation of Plato’s vision of the world. Picking up and 
developing an orientation that was already present in Socratic 
thought and above all in the Socratic schools, the Hellenistic 
philosophers decisively rejected the metaphysical support on 
which Plato and Aristotle had based their ethics. The 
Hellenistics, instead, focused all their “ontological” research on 
the sensible physical world and on identifying principles that are 
immanent in the reality of the world, in the conviction that it is 
possible for man to pursue a happy life in this world. 


1.2 The philosophical schools in the Hellenistic world 


The landscape of philosophy in the Hellenistic world includes the 
development of old and prestigious schools as well as the birth 


of new schools of thought. At Athens the Academy of Plato and 
the Peripatos of Aristotle continued to exist, with very different 
results and differing success. The Socratic schools, which had 
germinated out of the fertile thought of Socrates, also continued 
to develop. In the final years of the fourth century B.C. some 
important and original philosophical currents then arose, which 
were in turn structured into schools under the leadership of a 
founder and then his successors (or scholarchs) chosen from 
among the most loyal and capable disciples. These currents are 
Scepticism, Epicureanism and Stoicism. Both in continuity and in 
breach with the preceding philosophical tradition, Greek 
thought of the Hellenistic Age succeeded in formulating 
concepts and realising new ethical models of real importance 
that had an enormous influence on Roman civilisation and then 
on the culture of the medieval and modern eras. 

We have already traced the development of the Peripatos 
after Aristotle (cf. The Classical Age XIII 3.8). After Theophrastus 
(and so around 287 B.C.) the next scholarch was Straton of 
Lampsacus, who held the position until his death around 270. All 
his works are lost and only fragments survive. Straton (with the 
by-name 0 muo.kos, “the scholar of nature”) abandoned the 
metaphysical aspects of Aristotelian doctrine and proceeded 
along the predominantly “scientific” path of Theophrastus, 
marking a further stage on the way to the independence of the 
various sciences from philosophy, which would develop in full in 
the Hellenistic Age and in particular at Alexandria. He was 
dedicated above all to the study of nature, holding that it could 
be explained on the basis of the elements, taking into 
consideration the Aristotelian doctrine of bodies and of 
movement (the great astronomer Aristarchus of Samos was one 
of his pupils). Probably in the final years of the fourth century he 
was summoned to Alexandria by Ptolemy I as one of the tutors 
of the future Ptolemy II and he stayed there for some time, 
before returning to Athens in 287 to become scholarch. A few 
years later another pupil of Theophrastus moved to Alexandria, 
namely Demetrius of Phaleron, who remained there until his 
death (cf. The Classical Age XIII 3.8.2; The Hellenistic Age I 2 and III 


2.1). The impulse toward natural science, erudition, historical 
and literary research developed above all in Alexandria and its 
cultural institutions, where it was a key source of fruitful work - 
the scientific disciplines yielded their best and most abundant 
fruits outside the traditional and institutional setting of the 
Aristotelian school (cf. further below, The Hellenistic Age VI 1.1). 
The school itself, under the scholarchs after Straton (figures of 
little importance: Lyco, Ariston of Ceos, Critolaus, Diodorus of 
Tyre), continued to teach the thought of the master but without 
any originality. Anew impulse towards Aristotelianism came 
from the publication of Aristotle’s esoteric writings at Rome by 
Andronicus of Rhodes (second half of the first century B.C.: cf. 
The Classical Age XIII 3.3 and 3.5). The rekindled interest gave 
rise to a rich exegetical activity, which culminated in the second 
and third centuries A.D. with the great commentary of 
Alexander of Aphrodisias and continued for many centuries, 
producing the impressive output of Aristotelian commentaries 
in Late Antiquity and the Byzantine Age. 

Also discussed above was the early phase of the Academy 
after Plato, the period known as the “Old Academy” (cf. The 
Classical Age XIII 2.6). The works of Xenocrates of Chalcedon 
(scholarch after Speusippus, 339-314 B.C.) are lost and little can 
be reconstructed from the fragments. He stressed some 
religious aspects of the late Plato regarding the conception of 
the cosmos. In the field of ethics he maintained that virtue alone 
is not sufficient for happiness, approaching a problem that 
would be of great interest to the Hellenistic philosophies. It 
seems that he was the first to introduce the longlasting 
tripartite division of philosophy into logic, physics and ethics. He 
was followed as scholarch by Polemon (314-270) and Crates of 
Athens (270-268). In the spirit of the times, both of them 
emphasised ethical problems, neglecting the theoretical aspect 
of Platonic thought. After Crates, the next scholarch was 
Arcesilaus of Pitane, with whom the Academy took a decisive 
sceptical turn: we will discuss this shortly, when treating 
scepticism. 

We have already provided sufficient treatment of the 


Socratic schools, which took us down to the third century and so 
fully into the Hellenistic Age (cf. The Classical Age IV 2.2). We will 
here note only that, among the developments of Socratic 
philosophy applied to the practical life, what stands out in the 
Hellenistic Age is the provocative testimony and pungent social 
polemic of the Cynics. In the Hellenistic philosophical landscape, 
Cynicism is an important component: a movement rather than a 
school, inspired by the model of Diogenes and his immediate 
followers (cf. The Classical Age IV 2.2.2) and followed also by 
poets such as Cercidas of Megalopolis (cf. The Hellenistic Age IV 
7.5). The link to Socrates was stressed already by the ancients, 
who also saw in Cynicism a precursor of Stoicism. In fact a 
succession was traced (in Greek the term is diadoché: the 
authors of Diadochai, Successions, set out to identify and 
establish the teacher-student successions in the various 
schools): Socrates - Antisthenes - Diogenes the Cynic - Crates of 
Thebes - Zeno. 

The new schools of thought were Scepticism, Epicureanism 
and Stoicism. Scepticism picked up a faint but constant thread 
that already ran through sectors of the philosophy of the 
Classical Age, namely the idea of the fallibility and imperfection 
of human knowledge. Epicureanism takes its name from the 
founder, Epicurus of Samos, who around 306 B.C. opened his 
school at Athens. The central problem of all his reflection was 
the search for a way of leading one’s life that would guarantee 
individual happiness. The same issue held primary importance 
in Stoicism, the philosophical current that originated in the 
school founded by Zeno of Citium, likewise at Athens, around 
300 B.C. As we will see, the answers given by the Stoic 
philosophers were some distance from those of the Epicureans. 
The latter identified happiness with the satisfaction of 
elementary needs (and so wisely indulging nature), but the 
Stoics identified, rather, the Jogos as the universal principle 
immanent in the cosmos, a rational law to which the sage 
conformed, finding in this the happiness of virtue. 


2 Scepticism 


2.1 Skepsis in Greek thought 


nu 


The term skepsis, “investigation,” “research” and then “doubt,” 
in a philosophical context indicates a type of research inspired 
by methodic doubt which never reaches secure conclusions or 
certain advances, and sometimes even comes to deny the very 
possibility of knowledge. A similar pessimistic concept of the 
possibility of knowledge is found here and there in the thought 
of the philosophers of the Classical Age, above all in the thought 
of the Sophists and Socrates. A “sceptical” issue can be seen at 
the origin of both the Sophists’ relativism about subjective 
truths and also the continuous demystification of acquired 
convictions practised in the thought of Socrates, which rarely 
arrives at the “truth,” the existence of which, however, was 
taken as given. There is a pessimistic current of thought about 
the possibilities of human knowledge, which was pushed aside 
by the epistemological confidence of Platonism and 
Aristotelianism. Scepticism reacted against this optimism about 
the human attainability of certain and absolute knowledge. 


2.2 Pyrrhon and Scepticism 


Pyrrhon of Elis (in the western Peloponnese) lived from roughly 
360 to 270 B.C. and is recorded by the ancients as the initiator of 
Scepticism. In his native city he was able to attend the teaching 
of his fellow countryman Phaedon, the disciple of Socrates, and 
it seems that he also heard lectures by Socratics of the Megarian 
school (cf. The Classical Age IV 2.2.4). In his personal and cultural 
formation a quite significant role was played by the journey he 
undertook to the East following the expedition of Alexander the 
Great. Also participating in that journey was the Democritean 
philosopher Anaxarchus of Abdera, from whom Pyrrhon learned 
the doctrine of Democritus, above all as regards ethical aspects 
linked to the imperturbability of the sage. On that occasion, 
then, he came into contact with various forms of eastern 


wisdom, in particular with the asceticism of the gymnosophists 
(i.e., the Brahmans, the Indian priestly caste with whom the 
Greeks came into contact in the time of Alexander the Great), 
who trained themselves to a life without emotions or 
disturbances and to indifference to bodily suffering. 

Once he had returned home, Pyrrhon began his 
philosophical teaching. In homage to the idea that a lived 
philosophy is superior to speculative activity, which had marked 
the lives also of Socrates and Diogenes, he left behind no 
writings on his thought at all, entrusting it solely to oral 
conversation. To attempt to reconstruct his doctrines it is 
therefore necessary to rely on testimonies scattered through 
various later sources, such as the section on him in Book IX of 
the Lives of the Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius and a 
collection of citations in other authors, including some Latin 
ones. We can also use the fragments of lost works by his student 
Timon of Phlius (whom we shall discuss shortly), though he 
already represented a form of thought different from that of his 
teacher. By any reckoning, the use of these materials is subject 
to many doubts and uncertainties. In reconstructing genuinely 
Pyrrhonian thought, we gain very little help from the three 
books of Outlines of Pyrrhonism by Sextus Empiricus, a 
philosopher and medic of the second to third century A.D., 
which bring together a tradition that knew practically nothing of 
Pyrrhon’s own ideas anymore. 

In Pyrrhon’s thought, ontological problems are addressed in 
unequivocally pessimistic terms, but precisely this ontological 
pessimism opens up the prospect of a happy human life. An 
important testimony, which goes back to Timon (see below), 
reports that Pyrrhon maintained that all things are equally 
indifferent and that one cannot express a judgement on them; 
therefore, neither our sensations nor our opinions tell us what is 
true or false, so we should be without opinions, uncommitted 
and indifferent. Since it is impossible for humans to rely on the 
objectivity of the real such that certain and justified judgements 
could be expressed, consequently nothing is true in an absolute 
way and it is not possible to distinguish anything from anything 


else. Reality appears to the human eye as indifferent or 
indistinct and, since it is impossible to state anything about it, it 
is also useless to do so. This idea of the vacuity of any statement 
about the real is expressed by Pyrrhon with the term awaoia 
(aphasia, “inability to talk”). This radical pessimism in ontology 
and gnoseology extends its consequences also in the ethical 
sphere: man is not in a position to determine moral principles 
that correspond to absolute truths and cannot pronounce 
judgements on what is just or unjust, true or false, good or bad. 
Since everything is indifferent, in his lived ethics the sage 
conforms to this characteristic of reality: things lose their value 
and significance, and man is thus withdrawn from passions and 
from needs that are not elementary and gains the tranquil 
indifference to external occurrences, ataraxia, that is the rule of 
life that achieves happiness. 

As we have said, Pyrrhon’s disciple and interpreter of his 
philosophy was Timon of Phlius in the Argolid (ca. 320-230 B.C.), 
a multifaceted figure - a travelling thinker, poet and dramatist. 
He expounded and popularised his teacher’s theories in various 
works in prose and verse, of which all that remains are 
fragments and testimonia. He wrote the IvSaAyol (Indalmoi, i.e. 
Images or Appearances) in elegiac distichs, which gave a portrait 
of his teacher sketched through a meeting at a temple of 
Amphiaraus, and the Si//oi, poetic satires in hexameters 
composed on the model of the work of that name by 
Xenophanes of Colophon. In this last work there was a dispute 
between philosophers and a descent into Hades in the company 
of his model Xenophanes, in which the author violently mocks 
the philosophers (including some contemporary ones, such as 
Epicurus and Zeno) immersed in interminable and insoluble 
disputes in search of absolute truths, which are counterpointed 
by the quiet and serenity in which Pyrrhon is found. 


2.3 Scepticism and the Academy 


In the overall picture of the currents of scepticism, Pyrrhon 
remains an isolated thinker. The sceptical phase of the Academy 


is entirely distinct and independent from him and his teaching. 
Academic Scepticism developed rather from a scepticising 
interpretation of the Socrates of the Platonic dialogues and 
within the landscape of the anti-theoretical tendencies of the 
Socratic schools. 

The successor to Crates as scholarch, Arcesilaus of Pitane 
(on the Aeolic coast of Asia Minor, at the mouth of the River 
Caicus), who lived from ca. 315 to 240 B.C., found in Socrates the 
sceptical method that he applied to his teaching. He adopted 
the Platonic distinction between knowledge and opinion, 
assigning a negative value to the latter, but decisively called into 
doubt the possibility of the former. In sum, he affirmed the 
precariousness of them both, to the point that he practically 
denied that knowledge is possible and identified as the most 
correct approach the suspension of judgement about anything, 
in Greek €ttoxn (epoché). Arcesilaus directed a polemic against 
the Stoics on the possibility of acquiring certain knowledge, even 
by an intuitive route (the reply was that Arcesilaus was 
contradicting himself, since he affirms that one cannot know 
anything certain, yet affirms that this proposition is certainly 
true). But the scepticism of Arcesilaus seems less radical than 
that of Pyrrhon, since he admits the existence of a rational 
capacity, which can be acquired on the basis of natural instinct. 

The firm convictions of the Stoics in gnoseology were 
opposed polemically also by Carneades (ca. 219-130 B.C.), who 
gave a probabilistic direction to Scepticism. All representations 
are deceptive, but he admits that man can express certain 
judgements and can try to approach the truth via 
approximations guided by the criterion of verisimilitude. In 155 
B.C. he took part in the Athenian diplomatic mission to Rome to 
defend the Greek philosophers, who had been subject to 
hostility from the Roman government. In the manner of the 
ancient Sophists, he made a vivid impression on his audience 
with a display of dialectic in which he demonstrated the equal 
validity of opposing theses on the topic of justice. 

A sceptical orientation and anti-Stoic polemic also 
characterise the thought of Philon of Larissa, who was head of 


the Academy from roughly 110 B.C. He moved to Rome in 88 B.C. 
and was the teacher of Cicero. More moderate tones were 
adopted by his pupil Antiochus of Ascalon (second to first 
century B.C.). The latter’s pronounced eclecticism was open also 
to points of contact with Platonic thought and Stoicism 
(interpreted as a kind of disguised Platonism) and he admitted 
Stoic elements into his own doctrine, gaining some success 
among the many people who aspired to a moderate and 
conciliatory form of thought. 


3 Epicureanism 


3.1 Optimism without hope 


The philosophy of Epicurus, insofar as we are able to reconstruct 
it from his preserved or fragmentary writings and from indirect 
testimonia, is one of the most original and fascinating forms of 
thought conceived by Hellenistic civilisation. The most intriguing 
aspect lies in its combination of views that appear to be 
mutually opposed. On the one hand, there is the harshness and 
disenchantment of its vision of reality, which leaves neither man 
nor nature any escape from the fate of death and corruption 
and which acknowledges that human existence has a propensity 
towards pain and evil. On the other hand, there is the idea that 
this awareness of the human condition is a necessary 
preliminary step towards recognising the perfect route to 
personal happiness. This happiness takes the negative form of 
the absence of pain and disturbance and the positive form of 
the prospect of a quiet and serene existence in which it will be 
possible to enjoy true pleasures. The fascinating “contradiction” 
in the thought of Epicurus would seduce a sensitive poet such as 
the Latin author Lucretius (in whose poetry, however, the 
awareness of pain that pervades nature seems to overwhelm 
confidence in individual happiness) and many other Roman 
thinkers. 


3.2 Life and works of Epicurus 


The founder of Epicureanism was born at Samos in 341 B.C. His 
father Neocles was an Athenian citizen who had settled on that 
island as a colonist and therefore Epicurus too enjoyed all the 
rights of Athenian citizenship. According to Strabo, he 
completed his ephébia together with Menander, his exact 
contemporary. His first contacts with philosophy brought him 
close to Platonic thought and to the atomism of Democritus. 
Very soon he worked out the first philosophical developments of 
his own and began to teach at Lampsacus (in the Troad) and at 
Mytilene. Perhaps in 307 (the date is not entirely secure) he 
settled definitively at Athens, where he remained until his death 
in 270. In 306 at Athens he opened his school, which was 
generally known as the Garden (in Greek kijttoc, képos), since it 
was located in a building surrounded by a garden, where 
Epicurus also lived and led a communal life with his followers. 
Very soon, for those who sympathised with Epicurus’ thought 
the Garden became the symbol of a genuine refuge from the 
troubles and evils of life and of a place where one could cultivate 
the prospect of individual happiness. 

Ancient tradition attributes to Epicurus a fairly large number 
of works, around 300; proportionally, very little survives. The 
philosopher and historian of philosophy Diogenes Laertius 
(third century A.D.) has preserved for us three letters from 
Epicurus, which form a sort of compendium of his thought: the 
Letter to Herodotus addresses physics, the Letter to Menoeceus 
takes ethics as its topic, and the Letter to Pythocles concerns the 
celestial phenomena. Also preserved is a collection of forty 
Principal Doctrines (KUptat S0€at), which contain instructions for 
moral conduct in the brief form of maxims; further, a 
manuscript in the Vatican Library preserves a collection of other 
moral sayings (Gnomologium Vaticanum). To these major 
remains of his thought should be added firstly a number of 
fragments of On Nature, a work of thirty-seven books, which 
have been restored from carbonised papyri (so far as it is 
possible to read them) from the Epicurean library found in the 


excavation of Herculaneum, and many other fragments that can 
be recovered from the indirect tradition. 

An important document of Epicurus’ thought and its 
reception is a grand inscription that a follower of Epicureanism 
called Diogenes of Oenoanda (in Lycia) had carved on stone and 
set up in a portico in his city in the second century A.D. The text 
contains a brief exposition of Epicurean physics and ethics, 
together with passages from letters that do not otherwise 
survive. Finally, for the reconstruction of Epicurus’ doctrines, the 
testimony of various other authors is fundamental. Among 
these the first place must without doubt go to the poem De 
rerum natura of Lucretius, who was avowedly inspired by 
Epicurean thought. 


3.3 The doctrines 


We have spoken of the centrality that came to be held by the 
problem of ethics in Hellenistic philosophies, focused on the 
search for individual happiness. Epicureanism perfectly 
represents this outlook. Epicurus on the one hand rejected 
Plato’s metaphysical realities and ultramondane beliefs 
represented by the world of the Ideas and the doctrine of the 
immortality of the soul; for Epicurus, too great a role was played 
in these beliefs by human hopes and fears. On the other hand, 
he also rejected the narrow conception of earthly happiness 
foreseen by Aristotle, who identified its source in the knowledge 
gained by the philosopher. Epicurus instead sought a happiness 
that truly belongs to human life in its self-sufficient finiteness, 
which frees human existence from illusory hopes and false fears 
and which would be accessible to all people through their very 
humanity itself. For these reasons, Epicurus conceived 
philosophy as a genuine practical help for humans in their 
aspiration to happiness. For that reason, a particular place is 
given to the problem of the fear of death and of the gods and to 
reflection on human needs. 

In order to be able to discuss this moral reflection, it is 
necessary to begin from Epicurus’ conception of physics, which 


in a certain sense constitutes the premise of his ethics. 
Epicurean physics is modelled on Democritean atomism: all 
reality is material and is constituted by minuscule indivisible 
particles of matter, the atoms, the aggregation and 
disaggregation of which produces the generation and 
corruption of things. Within this deterministically mechanical 
conception, Epicurus introduced a new element: in the regular 
flow of indistinct atoms a swerve occurs (TIapEYKALOLG, 
parenklisis, translated as clinamen by Lucretius), which 
determines their various, accidental combination into various 
forms. This explains the differentiation and multiplicity of the 
cosmos and the possibility of free will that is typically human. 
This way of reconciling determinism with the idea of human 
freedom is one of the fundamental elements of Epicurus’ 
physics and is necessary in order to understand his ethics. 

Epicurean reflection on knowledge derives from this 
atomistic materialism. Along the same lines as Democritus, 
Epicurus holds that objects give off effluvia or simulacra of 
atoms which produce sensation when they strike our sense 
organs. Thus the material character of sensory experience is 
itself the guarantee of its truthfulness. It follows from this for 
Epicurus that knowledge from the senses is more reliable than 
opinion obtained by judgement. The human capacity to conceive 
abstract and universal thoughts is owed to the fact that the 
continuous experience of sensations permits the mind to 
foresee and anticipate phenomena even in their absence. 
Abstract reflection is thus a process of anticipation or prolepsis 
of phenomena that can be grasped in and for themselves only 
through the senses. 

As we have said, Epicurean ethics essentially takes the form 
of a search for happiness, identified by Epicurus in pleasure 
(Adovn). The individual can pursue true happiness only by 
eliminating fears and illusory hopes and by reflecting on the 
quality of his own fundamental needs. This vision of philosophy 
as an instrument of liberation from the anxieties of existence 
inspired Epicurus to coin an effective metaphor: philosophy is a 
“oharmakon,” a medicine that remedies the evils that afflict 


humans. This “medical” character of philosophy, which heals the 
illnesses congenital to human nature, conveys the 
predominantly ethical associations of Epicurean thought, with 

its aim of providing a guide through the confusions of the 
individual life. Four fundamental propositions of Epicurean 
doctrine form the so-called tetrapharmakon, a kind of catechism 
for the care of the soul and the achievement of happiness: pain 
can easily be borne; death is nothing to humans; there is no 
need to fear the gods; pleasure can easily be achieved. 

Epicurus also included in his materialistic conception the 
idea of the soul and of the gods. The human soul is corporeal 
and is composed of lightweight, fine atoms which disaggregate 
on the death of the individual. The soul is hence mortal. In a 
famous passage of the Letter to Menoeceus (125) he 
demonstrates the irrationality of the fear of death for anyone 
who has been persuaded of the mortality of the soul: 
“Therefore, the most terrible of evils, death, is nothing to us: 
since when we are here, death is not, and when death is here, 
then we are not. Death therefore does not exist either for the 
living or for the dead, since for the former it does not exist, 
while for the latter, they no longer exist.” The fear of 
punishments that could come from the gods is, for Epicurus, 
likewise without foundation. If the gods have not eliminated evil, 
then they are either wicked, if they do not want to do so, or else 
powerless, if they are not able to do so, but that cannot be the 
case. The presence of evil in the world demonstrates that the 
gods are distant and indifferent to human life: they live 
beatifically in the celestial regions that separate the different 
worlds that exist (the intermundia, in Lucretius’ term) and do not 
care at all about what occurs on earth. 

Once he has liberated humans from the psychological 
chains that have imprisoned him in a state of fear and illusion, 
Epicurus turns to the material limits of existence, which deprive 
the individual of the opportunity of gaining true pleasure and 
hence happiness: these are the needs, whose satisfaction can be 
the source of happiness or unhappiness. He distinguishes three 
types of need: the natural and necessary ones, such as the need 


to eat; those that are natural but not necessary, such as the 
need to eat in a refined and sophisticated way; and those that 
are neither natural nor necessary, such as the pursuit of power 
or wealth. Epicurus recommends that one maintain a different 
attitude in relation to the different types of need: the first kind 
are to be pursued, the second are admissible, the last kind must 
be absolutely avoided. Thus the hedonistic doctrine professed 
by Epicurus (which in later centuries was often interpreted as a 
permissive yielding to the base pleasures of instinct) in reality 
takes the form of liberation from superfluous needs and the 
balanced satisfaction of the primary needs. 

We can see clearly at this point how, in the Epicurean 
conception, happiness is guaranteed by the return of humans to 
a state of harmony with nature, which inspires in them the 
desire for pleasure, demanding at the same time that it be 
satisfied in a way that is balanced and without excess. This 
obligation to return to natural reality is combined with the 
substantial rejection of everything that constitutes a 
construction of human society that gives rise to suffering and 
trouble for the individual. To be able to pursue happiness it is 
necessary to arrive at a state of detachment from the world and 
from the superfluous needs, a state of imperturbability (in Greek 
atapacoia, atarassia) that preserves the sage from the very 
possibility of suffering evil or pain. It is a private and individual 
conception of happiness, which requires detachment from the 
changeability and tumultuousness of society as a whole. It takes 
the form, in fact, of a sort of distancing from the world: Ad@E 
Biwoas, “live unnoticed,” one of the most famous of Epicurus’ 
precepts, fully expresses this obligation to set oneself apart 
from collective life; from this arises the sage’s firm rejection of 
any form of active political commitment. The only form of 
“society” that is accorded a positive role in the path to 
happiness is interpersonal friendship, the community of the 
group of disciples and followers, with whom one can devote 
oneself to the collective practice of philosophy (suu@Uooogeiv). 


3.4 The school after Epicurus 


At the death of Epicurus, his doctrines were adopted by the 
members of the school who were closest to him. Among them, 
Metrodorus of Lampsacus (ca. 331-ca. 278 B.C.) was the most 
important, as one of the “founders” of the school after Epicurus, 
but he predeceased his teacher. Therefore, Hermarchus was 
Epicurus’ successor, followed by Colotes of Lampsacus (ca. 310- 
ca. 260 B.C.) and Demetrius Lacon (second to first century B.C.). 
For all these figures, important fragments have been restored 
by the Herculaneum papyri. Diogenes of Oenoanda has already 
been mentioned above. However, no figures emerged from the 
school who could compete with the philosophical stature and 
personal charisma of Epicurus. 

One figure of real importance was Philodemus of Gadara, a 
philosopher and poet (cf. The Hellenistic Age IV 2.2.6) who lived in 
the first century B.C. (110-40 ca.). Significant parts of his many 
important philosophical works have emerged from the papyri in 
the Herculaneum library. He contributed strongly to the 
popularisation of Epicureanism at Rome, where its most 
important fruit was the poem of Lucretius already mentioned. 

Epicureanism did not outlive the ancient world. The 
cohesiveness and firm dogmatism of Epicurean thought in fact 
hindered it from adapting to changing times and circumstances. 
Its disappearance should in part be connected to the 
competitive conflict with the doctrines of strongly religious 
stamp that were spreading from the end of the Hellenistic Age 
and the early Imperial Period (above all the mystery religions 
and Christianity). These proposed an otherworldly happiness 
that better satisfied the deep and widespread demand for 
spirituality. 


4 Stoicism 


4.1 Arational response to the problem of happiness 


From the point of view of diffusion and duration over time, 
Stoicism can be considered the most important of the 


philosophies born during the Hellenistic Age and one of the 
most important ones from the ancient world as a whole. Its firm 
focus on a moral and also religious orientation meant it could 
respond particularly well to the demand for spirituality that runs 
through the Hellenistic Period and ensured that it later met with 
wide acceptance also in Roman culture of the late Republic and 
Imperial Period. The historical evolution of the movement in fact 
covers quite a long span of time, from the third century B.C. 
until at least the second century A.D., with a marked influence 
also on medieval and modern thought. 

As well as the ethical and spiritual aspects of Stoicism, 
another reason for its success was its - so to speak - 
‘intermediate’ character between Platonic idealism, whose 
complex metaphysical framework was rejected by Stoicism, and 
the materialistic hedonism of Epicurus, which was accused of 
elevating the mere satisfaction of animal instincts to the 
purpose of human life. Individual happiness in this world, 
identified by the Epicureans in the pleasure demanded by 
natural instinct, was for the Stoics rather the realisation of the 
virtuous life, indicated by the rational component, or /ogos, that 
is present in every human. 

The movement took its name from the Stoa Poecile (Xtoa 
TIOLKiAN), the famous “Painted Portico” at Athens adorned with 
paintings by Polygnotus. Here the founder of the school, Zeno, 
carried out his philosophical teaching. Since he was not an 
Athenian, he could not own private property (as was the case 
with Epicurus, the Academy and the Lyceum) and he was 
therefore obliged to teach in a public location. On the basis of 
the evolution of thought within the movement, three phases are 
distinguished in the Stoic school: the Early Stoa, which covers 
the third century B.C. and is represented by Zeno, Cleanthes and 
Chrysippus; the Middle Stoa, which covers the second and first 
centuries B.C., represented by Panaetius and Posidonius; and 
the Late Stoa, which developed in the Imperial Period (first to 
second century A.D.) with the figures of Seneca, Epictetus and 
the emperor Marcus Aurelius. 


4.2 Zeno and the Early Stoa 


Born around 333/2 B.C. at Citium, a city founded by the 
Phoenicians on Cyprus, Zeno came to Athens for commercial 
reasons around 311 while he was still young, according to the 
sources. Obliged to stay in the city for a lengthy period due to 
the wreck of his merchant ship, he came into contact with the 
Platonic Academy and with Socratic thinkers, including the Cynic 
Crates. Around 300 Zeno founded his philosophical school at 
Athens, delivering lectures in the Stoa Poecile; from then on, he 
and his followers were known as “the philosophers of the 
Portico”, namely the Stoa. This circumstance characterised the 
Stoic school as being something different from the type of 
institution organised like the Academy or the Garden: it 
presented itself as a location where a group of philosophers and 
friends met freely to talk about philosophy. Zeno died in 263 or 
262 of suicide, according to tradition, in order to escape the 
frailties of old Age, which were preventing him from remaining 
true to his own principles. 

At the founder’s death, Cleanthes of Assos (in Mysia) 
became head of the school and remained so for thirty years 
until his death in 232 B.C. He stressed the religious associations 
of Zeno’s doctrines. Cleanthes did not have a sharp or creative 
personality as a philosopher and so the Stoa passed through a 
period of crisis. It seems that Cleanthes too chose suicide, at 
quite an advanced age, letting himself die of hunger. A new 
impulse arrived when the leadership of the Stoa was taken over 
by Chrysippus of Soli, in Cilicia (around 280-205 B.C.), who took 
the initiative of giving systematic order to the doctrines that had 
been worked out within the school. Diogenes Laertius attributes 
to him the composition of around 700 written works, of which a 
small part has survived in fragments, but not one complete 
work. Our knowledge and image of the earliest phase of 
Stoicism essentially derives from the clear and unified picture 
drawn up by Chrysippus in his grand theoretical 
systematisation, which long constituted the tradition of “official” 
doctrines of Stoicism. In reality it is not easy to distinguish within 


the system worked out by Chrysippus what should in fact be 
attributed to Zeno and what was a later development of Stoic 
thought. 


4.3 The doctrines of early Stoicism 


There are innumerable sources on Stoic thought, thanks to the 
diffusion and enormously wide acceptance enjoyed by this 
philosophy across the centuries. However, only fragments 
remain of the works of Zeno, Cleanthes and Chrysippus, aside 
from Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus, which is the only completely 
preserved text from the Early Stoa. The reconstruction of the 
thought of both the founder and of the other two figures is 
therefore particularly problematic, since it is often difficult to 
attribute specific doctrines to Zeno or to one or the other of his 
two successors. There is better documentation, and hence we 
are better informed, in the case of Chrysippus. 

Stoicism too (like Epicureanism) gave primary importance to 
ethical reflection and its central problem, the search for 
happiness. This interest was accompanied and matched by a 
special sensitivity to the existential state of the individual. 
Something that emerges particularly in Stoic thought is the need 
to situate the ethical problem within a coherent and organic 
system of thought, as can be seen in, among other things, the 
tripartite organisation of the matter of philosophy into three 
areas: physics, logic (with a distinction between theory of 
knowledge and dialectic) and ethics. 

The Stoics, like the Epicureans, had a materialist conception 
of the world, but they denied the existence of atoms: they 
rejected the idea of an ultimate indivisibility of matter, regarding 
matter as infinitely divisible. For the Stoics reality is made up 
solely of material bodies, which have two aspects: an active one, 
by which they act, and passive one, by which they “suffer.” They 
also believed that the cosmic order was the result of a universal 
principle that was immanent and rational and endowed with 
providential will, which oversees the various phenomena of 
nature, directing them towards a precise end. This principle is 


the logos, which is occasionally qualified also as physis (pUotc, 
“nature”), pneuma (ttvebua, “breath”, “air”) or pyr (mt0p, “fire”) 
and is sometimes given a divine connotation. Things are 
launched on their process of generation and corruption by the 
logoi spermatikoi (Adyot omtepyattkot, i.e. the “seminal reasons”) 
innate in them. These are fundamental structures that organise 
being and becoming according to constant forms. This causes 
things to follow a preordained path, which is watched over by 
the pronoia (tpovota) or providence of the universal /ogos. The 
Stoics therefore believed in the existence of a preordained 
destiny, but understood this in a way that is quite far removed 
from any threatening or tragic aspect, seeing it instead as a 
notion that is entirely rational and founded in the pronoia of the 
immanent /ogos. The organic consistency ensured by the /ogos 
of the cosmic system, viewed as an organism in which every part 
fulfils its function, results from the ensemble of reciprocal 
correspondences, or sympatheiai (oupTtaGetat), which set the 
different parts of the universe into relation with each other. 
From this organic vision of the world arises the idea that every 
entity and every event has a precise role and is endowed with its 
own value. In the natural scale, i.e. the hierarchy of the various 
entities, the human being stands at the top: it is the most 
mature being, since in it is manifested to the greatest degree 
the universal Adyoc. The latter is linked to the soul, which is 
material and fulfils different functions; however, all these 
functions obey a dominant principle, which guides them 
according to rational criteria. 

The moment of cognition is conceived as a material 
experience (another point of contact with Epicureanism) carried 
out by the sense organs, on which corporeal entities leave an 
imprint, a sort of “stamp” (tUTtWwotc) that produces impressions; 
these can then be conveyed to the mind by speculative means 
through the phenomenon of prolepsis. What differentiates the 
Stoics, in this case, is their confidence in the positive and 
decisive role of judgement formulated by human reason in 
regard to impressions that are not immediately clear. There are 
impressions that impose themselves evidently and others that 


do not have this force: the soul-/ogos expresses a judgement, 
granting or denying its own assent. In the sphere of dialectics 
(that is, as regards the organisation of reasoning and discourse), 
one of the Stoics’ most important advances was the distinction 
between the object, the word that designates it and the 
meanings that the latter can take on. The meaning is the only 
non-material element and it is firmly distinguished from the 
word (which can take on different meanings). In the doctrine on 
judgement, the Aristotelian theory of the syllogism was revised 
and modified in an empirical-sensory direction, in the light of 
the Stoic conception of knowledge, linking the premises to 
statements about real data about facts. 

For the Stoics, too, interest in theoretical speculation, while 
regarded as fundamental, was surpassed by an interest in 
practical living, though knowledge provided the foundations and 
guide for ethics. We have already noted how Stoicism, by 
locating human happiness in the recovery of harmony with 
nature, identifies “nature” with the rational, providential 
principle that determines its ordered harmony. The Stoics did 
not accept the Epicurean vision that identified happiness with 
the pleasure given by satisfying the fundamental needs, nor the 
vision of the human as an instinctive being. For the Stoics man is 
a rational being, and so the happiness of the sage consists in 
conforming oneself to the law of the /ogos, that is, to the virtue 
(apetn) of behaviour that is good, just, temperate, in accord with 
the world inhabited by the Jogos and hence detached from the 
instincts and irrational passions; the latter are manifested in 
unregulated behaviours and are entangled in unworthy material 
desires. The Stoic sage’s detachment from the world is identified 
with the absence of disturbances, with apathy (amtd8eta, 
apatheia), that is, the absence of the irrational passions that lead 
one away from the serenity of the natural order. For this reason, 
Stoic moral teaching takes the form of a call to an austere way 
of life, foreign to any temptation or concession towards 
behaviours that are not virtuous. 

As we can see, this is the opposite pole from the Epicurean 
conception of happiness as the balanced satisfaction of the 


need to experience pleasure. For the Stoic, happiness is inherent 
in the righteous life in itself, even when it brings troubles and 
sufferings. To follow the universal jogos means to live in accord 
with the world and with other humans, finding the profound 
meaning of human life in the conscious realisation of justice. 
This conscious conformity with the natural law is so strong and 
so firmly rooted in the sage that, in material circumstances that 
render it impossible, suicide becomes admissible; this was the 
choice made by Zeno and his disciple Cleanthes, according to 
tradition, as by other famous Stoics, such as the Roman Seneca. 

The notion that the realisation of the natural law brings 
harmony among men gives rise to other quite significant 
aspects of Stoic thought. One of these is the perception that the 
philosopher's political and social commitment is a duty inherent 
to his function or mission of summoning consciences to the 
virtuous life. This is a position that, on purely speculative bases, 
also runs through Platonic thought, in an opposite direction to 
the Epicurean precept “live unnoticed”. A second aspect is the 
substantially egalitarian and cosmopolitan vision of human 
society, which is joined in fraternity by sharing in the single 
divine logos. 


4.4 The Middle Stoa 


In the second and first century B.C. Stoicism presented a phase 
of thought that was distinct from the earlier form and which is 
personified in the figures of Panaetius and Posidonius. 
Panaetius of Rhodes (ca. 185-110 B.C.) worked out a mitigated 
form of the rigid moral principles endorsed by the school and 
Opened up its traditional teachings to aspects from different 
philosophies, above all Platonism and Aristotelianism, 
developing a philosophical system of an eclectic type. He was 
convinced that the greatest Greek philosophers belonged to a 
single great speculative tradition, with goals that were 
substantially unitary. 

Posidonius of Apamea, on the River Orontes (Syria), was 
born around 135 B.C. and was a pupil of Panaetius at Athens 


when he was around eighteen years old. Around 100 B.C. he 
spent a month in Cadiz; the experience of observing the ocean is 
the foundation of the work On the Ocean, in which he linked the 
tides to the movements of the sun and moon and explained the 
birth of small islands and arms of the sea by the rising and 
falling of the sea floor. He made many journeys for research 
purposes and finally settled at Rhodes, where he opened his 
school and had among his pupils many young members of the 
most prestigious Roman families, including Cicero (77 B.C.) and 
Pompey (66 and 62 B.C.). In 87/6 he went to Rome as 
ambassador of the Rhodians. He died around 51 B.C., perhaps 
during a period spent at Rome. He shared with Panaetius the 
eclectic approach, declining to see the truth as being contained 
exclusively within the Stoic dogmas, and so he opened up 
Stoicism to the contributions of the other schools, in particular 
to Platonic and Aristotelian influences. He accentuated the 
religious component in Stoic thought, meeting the pressing 
demand for spirituality that was widespread in his times. He 
accorded an important role to the divine and to the value of 
astrology and divination and took an interest in eschatological 
problems relating to the end of worldly realities. 


VI The Sciences 


1 Mathematics, astronomy, mechanics 


1.1 The centrality of Alexandrian scientific culture 


The mathematical sciences, the natural sciences and medicine 
form a chapter of great importance for the Hellenistic Age and 
would merit a much larger and deeper treatment than is 
possible in a manual of literary history. The extraordinary 
development that the sciences underwent in this period is in 


large part tied to the conditions established in Alexandria thanks 
to the cultural policy of the Ptolemies and in particular the 
institution of the Museum (cf. The Hellenistic Age I 1). Of course, 
one should not generalise this absolutely, as if for the sciences 
there was only Alexandria and nothing beyond it, since we know 
that other centres were also active in these fields. However, 
there is no doubt that in the Hellenistic Age Alexandria stands 
out in an exceptional way in this area too. 

A considerable spur for scientific knowledge was given by 
the developments in the Peripatos after Aristotle, which had 
followed the predominantly scientific path marked out by 
Theophrastus. The presence in Alexandria in this period of two 
Peripatetics of the stature of Demetrius of Phaleron and Straton 
of Lampsacus (called 6 muotkos, “the scholar of nature,” teacher 
of the astronomer Aristarchus of Samos) is a significant link (cf. 
The Classical Age XIII 3.8.2 and The Hellenistic Age III 2.1). The 
impulse towards research on nature, erudition, history and 
literature was transplanted to Alexandria in particular and the 
scientific disciplines yielded their best and richest fruits outside 
the traditional, institutional Aristotelian school. Many scientists 
of the Hellenistic Period (and also of the first centuries of the 
Empire) had some level of close and prolonged contact with the 
Museum, even if we cannot prove that they worked there - in 
truth there are no explicit testimonia for the mathematicians 
and astronomers, aside from Theon of Alexandria (philosopher 
and mathematician of the fourth century A.D.), who is said to 
have been a member of the Museum. Yet the city and institution 
guaranteed conditions and research opportunities that were 
wholly exceptional, given the independence and freedom that 
the scholars enjoyed (without being distracted by the 
practicalities of life) and the resources available to them. 
According to an old historiographic model, in the Hellenistic Age 
Alexandria was the centre of the new sciences (including 
philology and grammar), whereas Athens continued as the 
traditional seat of philosophical studies at its old and new 
schools (the Academy and Peripatos, Epicureanism and 
Stoicism). There is some truth in this view, but it is too rigid to 


do justice to the much more complex and nuanced reality, if for 
no other reason than that it is mistaken to think of an Alexandria 
that was purely “scientific,” in which no form of philosophy was 
practised. 

The problem should be stated in terms of an evolution and 
transformation of the intellectual scene. Up to the Classical Age, 
in fact, the scientific studies of which we are speaking (including 
the science of language and grammar) belonged fully to the 
philosophical mainstream. A fundamental aspect of science in 
the Hellenistic Age is the ever greater specialisation of the 
various sectors of knowledge and, consequently, a distancing of 
science from the traditional philosophical sphere. The various 
sciences’ path to independence from philosophy began in the 
developments at the Peripatos noted above; in the Hellenistic 
Age and in particular at Alexandria this process reached its full 
conclusion. The emancipation essentially concerned the 
problem of the foundations of the various disciplines. This 
process was followed, for example, by grammar as a science of 
language, independent of philosophy, and the same applies to 
the scientific disciplines: they sought and found their principles 
within themselves, applying procedures that philosophical 
thought had created and refined, but independently of the 
philosophical systems themselves. This conception can be 
illustrated perfectly by the example of Euclid, who constructed 
geometry out of elements furnished by geometry itself, using 
rules and procedures of thought furnished by philosophy. 

Typical of Hellenistic science is its predominantly theoretical 
character, which privileged pure research over applied research, 
and epistemological aspects and formal methods over practical 
realisations. There is no doubt that this was the prevalent 
tendency, but once again one should not over-generalise. The 
development of mechanics (as we shall see shortly) certainly did 
not entirely exclude practical realisations. Medicine was strongly 
committed to a knowledge of the human body and its functions 
that was more theoretical than functional, i.e. without concrete 
therapeutic applications (and this brought a great increase in 
knowledge thanks to the fact that at Alexandria it was possible 


to practise dissection of cadavers, forbidden elsewhere), but it is 
also true that this tendency provoked a reaction from the 
“empirical” school, which set the emphasis on therapeutic 
practice, and that in this period dissections of cadavers were 
carried out with the goal of knowledge about human anatomy. 

After the ventures of Alexander the Great the opening up of 
the eastern world to the Greek spirit of observation and 
investigation had major consequences for the development of 
the sciences. The opportunity to gain immense knowledge of 
new areas and new populations prompted important 
developments in geographical and ethnographical science, 
cultivated by outstanding figures such as the Platonist Eudoxus 
of Cnidus (author of a geographical text describing the Earth) 
and Dicaearchus of Messana (who pursued his geographical and 
geological interests by undertaking research journeys and who 
wrote a work cited as the Tour of the World). A curious figure is 
Pytheas of Massalia, active in the second half of the fourth 
century B.C., author of a work On the Ocean of which only 
fragments remain but which was sharply criticised by 
Dicaearchus. Pytheas claimed to have travelled from the coast of 
the Iberian peninsula along the north-west and northern 
European coast and on to the far north. His journey invited 
incredulity but his work found great success and it is often cited. 
Among the historians of Alexander the admiral Nearchus left 
lively accounts of his voyages of exploration. We will discuss 
these topics in relation to historiography, but we may record 
here at least the extraordinary figure of Eratosthenes of Cyrene, 
grammarian, philologist, scientist and poet, who applied a 
mathematical method to cartography (he drew the first map 
based on a network of meridians and parallels) and to the 
measurement of the circumference of the Earth, in which his 
calculation was out by only 300 km (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2 
and VIII 1.4.4). 


1.2 Astronomy 


Eudoxus of Cnidus. In connection with the developments at the 


Academy after Plato (cf. The Classical Age XIII 2.6.1) we have 
already spoken of Eudoxus of Cnidus, an astronomer and 
mathematician who lived in the first half of the fourth century 
B.C. In the field of astronomy, Eudoxus formulated the 
mathematical model of the celestial spheres, which was then 
perfected and adopted also by Aristotle, who interpreted it as a 
physical reality. It was a geocentric system which was in fact far 
from successful in explaining all the observable anomalies in the 
motions of the celestial bodies. The great astronomer 
Aristarchus of Samos (ca. 310-ca. 230 B.C.), a pupil of the 
Peripatetic Straton of Lampsacus, attempted to overcome the 
difficulties by proposing the revolutionary idea that the Sun was 
at the centre of the universe and that the Earth was one of the 
planets that circled it. Of his writings we have only a short work 
On the Sizes and Distances of the Sun and Moon, but we have 
nothing on his heliocentric theory, though it is cited in an 
unambiguous testimony by Archimedes: “Aristarchus believed 
that the fixed stars and the Sun remain motionless, that the 
earth revolves in the circumference of a circle about the sun, 
which lies in the middle of the orbit.” The theory did not meet 
with success, probably because its lack of elaboration meant 
that it produced predictions of celestial phenomena that were 
less precise than the geocentric system of the celestial spheres; 
it was adopted only by Seleucus of Seleucia (second century 
B.C.) and then abandoned. As is well known, resistance due to 
preconceptions and religious superstitions meant that the 
heliocentric theory would be reconsidered by the scientific 
community only in the time of Copernicus. 

Hipparchus of Nicaea. Already Apollonius of Perge (cf. next 
section) and Hipparchus of Nicaea (who worked on Rhodes and 
whose dated astronomical observations fall in the period 147- 
127 B.C.) returned to the geocentric system, which had been 
shown to have a greater capacity for predicting celestial 
phenomena. Aristarchus’ approach persisted, however, in 
conceiving astronomical studies not as a physical explanation of 
the cosmos but as a mathematical one, an instrument to 
calculate the apparent motion of the celestial bodies and predict 


the phenomena. 

From Hipparchus, one of the greatest ancient astronomers, 
sadly only one minor work survives: Commentary on the 
Phaenomena of Eudoxus and Aratus. We know that he reached 
results of great importance above all as regards the position of 
the stars (he catalogued around 850 of them) and the discovery 
of the precession of the equinoxes. For this reason his 
researches and his astronomical observations form a constant 
point of reference in the Almagest of Claudius Ptolemaeus. 

Conon of Samos. We should also mention Conon of Samos, 
an astronomer and mathematician active in the first half of the 
third century B.C. He corresponded with Archimedes, who 
regarded him highly and was upset by his early death. He is 
famous because, thanks to his observations of the celestial 
phenomena, probably around 245 he discovered a new 
constellation, which he chose to see as the transformation into 
stars (“catasterism”) of the lock of hair that Queen Berenice II of 
Cyrene had dedicated to propitiate the victory of King Ptolemy 
III Euergetes (246-221) against Seleucus II (the cue for the 
famous poem The Lock of Berenice by Callimachus, imitated by 
Catullus). A notice records that he undertook observations of 
eclipses of the Sun, but this is uncertain. We know from 
Apollonius of Perge that, as a mathematician, Conon studied 
conic sections (cf. next section). 


1.3 Mathematics and mechanics 


Euclid. The most famous mathematician of the ancient world, 
Euclid, lived in the fourth to third century B.C. The ancient 
sources Say that he was active at Alexandria in the reign of 
Ptolemy I, who died in 283 (but not everyone is convinced of the 
reliability of these notices). Of his works the following survive: 
The Elements, The Data (in which the foundations were laid for 
the so-called “method of analysis and synthesis”), works of 
applied mathematics such as The Optics and Catoptrics (which 
studies the phenomena of reflection), a treatise of astronomical 
content and one on musical theory. His most mathematically 


advanced treatises are all lost. The most important work is the 
Elements, in thirteen books, which constitutes the birth of 
geometry as it has been taught until modern times. In truth, this 
immensely famoush manual does not contain substantial 
innovations, yet it does not limit itself to collecting theorems 
that were already known. For the first time it ordered what was 
known into a unitary whole and so geometry was elevated to the 
rank of an independent, abstract, rigorous science. The 
systematic framework, which is Euclid’s most important 
contribution, is provided primarily by the foundations that 
underly geometry. He begins from the definitions of the terms 
of geometrical discourse (point, line, figure, surface, angle and 
so on); he then moves on to the fundamental rules, formed by 
the famous five postulates; then follow the axioms, self-evident 
concepts that do not need demonstration, but which make 
possible the demonstrations of theorems and the solution of 
problems, by which the geometric corpus is developed. 
Archimedes. Undoubtedly one of the greatest 
mathematicians and scientists of antiquity was Archimedes of 
Syracuse (ca. 287-212 B.C.), who corresponded with Conon and 
Eratosthenes (cf. previous section). He lived mostly in his native 
city, where he formed friendships with the tyrant Hieron II (who 
died in 215) and his successor Gelon. He died during the capture 
of Syracuse by the Romans under Claudius Marcellus in 212. In 
the field of mathematics Archimedes worked in line with the 
positions systematised by Euclid, using and perfecting the 
deductive method: he studied the solution of geometrical 
problems such as calculating the area of the circle and the 
length of the circumference. In the field of mechanical 
technology, Archimedes is famous for the construction of war 
machines used in the unsuccessful defence of Syracuse against 
the Romans and of an irrigation pump that exploited the 
principle of the perpetual screw. On the theoretical level, he 
formulated the fundamental principles of statics (in particular 
the laws of leverage) and of hydrostatics (the famous principle 
of Archimedes on the floating of bodies in liquids). His 
importance in matters of method should be underlined: the 


novelty lies in deploying procedures derived from mechanical 
technology to solve problems of pure science in geometry and 
mathematics. Archimedes discovered a series of theorems by 
translating them into physical terms and solving them by 
employing physical concepts (such as the principles of the 
lever), in order to demonstrate them a posteriori in a rigorously 
mathematical setting. In the demonstration he provided, 
therefore, no account at all was given of the route by which he 
had arrived at his findings, due to the persistence of the idea 
that mechanics stand at a lower level than pure science. 
Mechanics in fact achieved an extraordinary development in the 
Hellenistic Age and, as the figure of Archimedes himself 
illustrates, this often occurred in close connection with 
mathematics. Mechanics was used primarily to build war 
machines, hydraulic machines or machinery for construction, 
but also to create devices designed to be astonishing and 
spectacular at festivals or ceremonies. 

Thanks to the respect and wide reception that Archimedes 
enjoyed down the centuries, there are reasons to believe that 
his works have reached us almost complete in medieval or 
Renaissance manuscripts. Some of them are transmitted 
incomplete or as compilations and a very little is now known 
only in Arabic or Latin translation, but the works known to us 
only by their titles are few in number and, it seems, not of 
primary importance. Our knowledge of the manuscript tradition 
of Archimedes and of his surviving works in Greek has increased 
thanks to the discovery of what is usually cited as “The 
Archimedes Palimpsest.” This is a Byzantine manuscript 
(Hierosol. 355) consisting of folios that originally belonged to at 
least six codices dating to the tenth century, which were then 
over-written in the first half of the thirteenth century to produce 
a prayer book. The palimpsest was known in the early twentieth 
century and already at that time (in 1907) it was used to edit the 
works of Archimedes. The manuscript subsequently 
disappeared, only to re-emerge many years later when in 1998 it 
was acquired at auction by an American billionnaire. It has since 
been thoroughly studied in great depth. Deciphered with the 


most advanced technological instruments, the lower writing has 
revealed various works of Archimedes, a commentary on the 
Categories of Aristotle and parts of two orations of Hyperides (cf. 
The Classical Age XIII 3.5.1 and XII 4.3). As regards Archimedes, 
the tenth-century folios present seven works, affected by 
lacunae of various extent. For three of the works (On Floating 
Bodies, Stomachion, Method) the palimpsest is the only witness in 
Greek, for Stomachion and Method it is the only witness at all. To 
get an idea of the extent and importance of the works of 
Archimedes, we here give a list of the surviving treatises, with a 
brief note on the content of each. 


1. On the Sphere and Cylinder (Apytundouc ttepi opaipas kal 
KUALv6pou, De sphaera et cylindro): on calculating the 
area of the lateral surface of the cylinder, cone and conic 
frustum; the volume of conic rhombuses; the volume of 
the sphere and the area of its surface; the surface-area 
of segments of a sphere and the volume of sectors (Book 
I); the volume of segments of the sphere and problems 
related to them (Book II). 

2. On the Measurement of a Circle (ApxtunSouc KUKAOU 
UEtpnotc, Mensura circuli: transmitted in compendium 
form): on calculating the area of the circle and length of 
the circumference; an estimate of the ratio of the 
circumference of a circle to its diameter. 

3. On Conoids and Spheroids (Apxtundous tlepl KWVOELSEWV 
kal opatpoEetdewv, De conoidibus et sphaeroidibus): the 
properties and volumes of segments of helixoids, 
paraboloids and hyperboloids of revolution. 

4. On Spirals (Apxtundous ttepi €Aikwv, De lineis spiralibus): 
the properties of the spiral, applied to calculating the 
length of the circumference. 

5. On Plane Equilibriums (Apxtunsous émtimedwv 
LoopportiWy A Kevtpa BapOv emt-TIeSwv a B, De planorum 
aequilibriis): laws of equilibrium; centres of gravity of 
parallelograms, triangles, trapezes (Book I), segments 
and truncated segments of the parabola (Book II). 


6. Sand-reckoner (Apxytundous Wayypitnes, Arenarius): 
estimate of the number of grains of sand in the universe. 

7. Quadrature of a Parabola (Apxtunsous tetpaywvloyoc 
TtapaBoAfs, Quadratura parabolae): on calculating the 
area of a segment of a parabola, first by a mechanical 
method, then by a geometrical demonstration. In reality 
the title cannot have been Quadrature of a Parabola, 
which we find in the manuscripts, since the term 
parabolé (tapaBoAn) for the parabola was introduced 
later; the work is cited instead as On the Section of a Right 
Cone (Nepi tig OopPoywviou Kwvou Touf<c), the name 
used by Archimedes for the parabola. 

8. On Floating Bodies (Apxturndsouc oxouLEVWv a B, De 
insidentibus aquae or De corporibus fluitantibus): 
elementary hydrostatic laws; conditions for floating of 
segments of the sphere (Book I) and of paraboloids 
(Book II). 

9. Stomachion (Apytundouc otoyadxtov, Stomachion: we do 
not know the exact meaning of the word): geometry of 
planar tiling (we can read only the start of the work). 

10. Method (Apxtunsouc Tepi tTHv UnxavikWv BewenyAtwv 
TIpOG EpatoobEvNv E~odoc, Methodus): on calculating 
the area of asegment of a parabola; the volume and 
centre of gravity of the sphere, spheroids and their 
segments, the segment of paraboloids, the segment of 
hyperboloids, calculating the volume of a cylindrical cut 
and a vault. 


Apart from the Method, the language used by Archimedes has 
the Doric colouring characteristic of the Greek spoken and 
written in Sicily. It is very likely that the works were collected and 
preserved in the Library in Alexandria, where at the start of the 
sixth century A.D. some treatises were given commentaries by 
the Neoplatonic philosopher Eutocius. It was perhaps in this 
period that a revision was made of the text of On the Sphere and 
Cylinder and of On the Measurement of a Circle, which removed 
the Doric colouring from both works and reduced the second 


one to the stingy compendium that survives. 

Ctesibius of Alexandria. Ctesibius, active in the first half of the 
third century, was the son of a barber in Alexandria and was 
picked up by Ptolemy II Philadelphus (283-246 B.C.) on account 
of his abilities as an inventor. His work is lost, but later authors 
(Philon and Heron) provide notices about his researches and 
inventions. He studied the action of air under pressure, built 
war-machines (a catapult), a pump and a waterclock, among 
other things. He had no theoretical tendencies, but it is probable 
that he meant a great deal to his successors. Philon of 
Byzantium, who lived in the third to second century, followed in 
his footsteps. From a compendium of his that collected 
technologies, entitled Mnxavikn ouvtaétc (A Treatise of 
Mechanics), perhaps in four books or in nine, the fourth book 
alone survives in Greek, on war machines; in Arabic or Latin 
translation we also have the fifth book, on pneumatics, i.e. the 
discipline concerned with the construction of instruments 
activated by pressurised air and by fluids, and parts of Books VII 
and VIII, again on military instruments defensive and offensive; 
the sixth book, on the construction of self-moving objects 
(automata), is lost, but was discussed by Heron (on whom see 
below). 

Apollonius of Perge. Euclid’s great work of systematisation 
did not address conic sections, and this topic was taken up by 
Apollonius of Perge in Pamphylia, who lived from the second 
half of the third to the early second century B.C., whom we have 
already noted in relation to astronomy and who too was in 
contact with Alexandria. Almost the whole of a work called 
Conics is preserved, in eight books (Books I-IV are preserved in 
Greek, Books V-VII in Arabic translation, Book VIII is lost), a topic 
for which he had a predecessor in Conon (see previous section), 
whom he mentions at the start of Book IV. Apollonius studies 
the properties of the curves arising when a cone is cut by a 
plane: circumference, hyperbola, parabola, ellipse. Some regard 
this work as the masterpiece of ancient mathematics; the 
mathematical analysis of the curves in this work remained the 
basis of later studies through to the Modern Age. 


Heron of Alexandria. The date of Heron of Alexandria, known 
as 0 unxavikoc (“the inventor”), is problematic, even given the 
fact that he must certainly have been later than Philon of 
Byzantium and Archimedes (whom he cites) and earlier than the 
mathematician Pappus (third to fourth century A.D.), who cites 
him; some scholars place him in the first century A.D. Tradition 
links to his name many works on various themes. In the field of 
mathematics he provided rigorous geometrical foundations for 
the procedures of measuring and decomposing geometrical 
objects, both planes and solids; he also wrote a commentary on 
The Elements of Euclid. In mechanics, it seems that Heron in his 
writings compiled a kind of repertoire of all that had been 
discovered and invented in the course of the Hellenistic Era: 
Pneumatica, on devices moved by air pressure and water; 
Mechanics, in three books; Dioptra and Catoptrica, on optical 
instruments for measuring distance, mirrors and similar 
instruments; and Belopoeica, on the construction of war 
catapults. Heron is also famous for a work on the construction 
of self-moving machines or automata (Nepi 
aUTOMATOTIOLNTLKA\s), which were used on various occasions, 
above all in temples, to create astonishment and wonder. It is 
difficult to say whether any given machine or instrument that he 
describes was invented by him. It may be unwise to attribute to 
him a genuinely mechanical workship at the Museum or the 
construction of a large number of different kinds of device. 
Many of his works are preserved, in part in Greek and in part in 
Arabic translation; some of the works published in modern 
times in his Opera omnia are in reality Late Antique or Byzantine 
compilations. 


2 Medicine 


2.1 Medicine at Alexandria: “dogmatists” and “empiricists” 


Alexandria under the Ptolemies appears to have been the most 
lively and important centre for the study of medicine in this 


period. The Alexandrian Library was a centre for collecting 
numerous texts on medicine too, the majority of which went 
back to the fifth or fourth century B.C. It is likely that some of 
them were already attributed to Hippocrates, but some must 
have been anonymous. Many treatises on medical topics were 
then collected, arranged and studied. The first securely attested 
and systematic work of exegesis on these texts was done by the 
so-called Empirical school (on which see below), which was 
begun in the third century at Alexandria by Philinus of Cos and 
was committed to studying a group of works that were regarded 
as genuine compositions of Hippocrates. It seems that the first 
nucleus of the Corpus Hippocraticum was formed in Alexandria in 
the third to second centuries. Thereafter the whole collection 
was expanded until, in the first centuries of the Imperial Period, 
it reached something like the size of the surviving collection 
today. 

In the Hellenistic Period advances in medicine were linked 
above all to studies of anatomy, due to the practice of 
dissection, including vivisection, of animals and people (using 
cadavers and people condemned to death). Galen (second 
century A.D.) informs us that, aside from rare exceptions, this 
was done almost exclusively in Alexandria. Unfortunately the 
medical texts of the Hellenistic Period are lost and our 
information depends completely on the indirect tradition, i.e. on 
the notices provided by medical authors of the Imperial Period. 
Two important figures represent a turning point in anatomical 
discoveries: Herophilus and Erasistratus. 

Herophilus of Chalcedon worked in the first half of the third 
century. He was a pupil of the doctor Praxagoras of Cos and 
concentrated on anatomical studies. He discovered the 
connection between the brain and the nerves (which he 
distinguished into sensors and motors), studied the structure 
and functions of the brain and formulated an encephalocentric 
theory. He introduced much anatomical terminology that 
subsequently remained in use (in some cases up to modern 
times). Erasistratus of Ceos too lived around the first half of the 
third century, but it is not certain if he worked in Alexandria. He 


too concerned himself with the nervous system and the brain, 
some parts of which he described accurately. Of particular 
importance is his analysis of the vascular system: he discovered 
the cardiac valves and attributed to movements of the heart the 
contraction and relaxation of the veins and arteries, which were 
first distinguished by his master Praxagoras. Yet he did not 
manage to discover the essential function of the heart, since he 
believed that only the veins carried blood whereas the arteries 
circulated a vital breath (in the cadavers he had found the 
arteries drained). 

Around the mid-third century a pupil of Herophilus, Philinus 
of Cos (whose akmé is placed a little after the mid-point of the 
century), deviated from the positions of his teacher and 
inaugurated at Alexandria the so-called Empirical school. 
Philinus and his followers defined themselves as “empiricists” 
on the basis of the following considerations: if medicine was 
founded on an entirely anatomical and physical basis, it would 
deny the uniqueness of the individual patient and so lead to the 
assumption of a perfect analogy that may be false; the belief 
that a living organism can be understood perfectly by dissecting 
a cadaver may give rise to incorrect analogical inferences. For 
the Empiricists, knowledge of the human body and its 
functioning seemed theoretical and detached from the proper 
goal of medicine, which is the therapeutic practice of healing the 
sick. Deductions and extrapolations run the risk of 
compromising the efficacy of medicine, which ought to be based 
on asingle case in its specificity and to consider the individual 
reactions to the illness and to the therapy. The Empirical school 
was thus reacting against the approach of the two principal 
medical authorities of the period, Herophilus and Erasistratus, 
who had built an impressive theoretical framework for the 
discipline. 

The Empiricist doctors devoted themselves to the study of 
certain works regarded as genuinely by Hippocrates, though 
already the school of Herophilus had shown interest in some 
Hippocratic texts, above all in their linguistic and lexical aspects. 
Bacchius, a member of the Herophilean school, in fact wrote the 


first lexicon to Hippocrates (Lexeis, a title that recalls the work of 
Aristophanes of Byzantium, from whom Bacchius seems to have 
adopted it), based on a group of around twenty texts included 
among those that today form the Corpus Hippocraticum. 
Bacchius’ lexicographical interest was accompanied by an 
interest in editorial matters, since he was also the first editor 
known to us of a Hippocratic text, Epidemics III. The Empiricist 
commentaries that followed built on Bacchius’ work, and their 
characteristics, so far as we can reconstruct them (above all 
those of Zeuxis, second century B.C., and of Heraclides of 
Tarentum, first century B.C.), reveal close affinities with the 
commentaries on literary texts produced in Alexandria (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age III 1.1), since they deal with the similar problem of 
establishing the text, and make use of glossaries or 
comparisons with other ancient texts, often poetic ones. Yet the 
authors of the Empiricist commentaries were professional 
doctors, interested primarily in the medical training of their 
pupils. The Empiricists rejected theorisation of any kind that 
would distance them from direct experience; they denied that 
anatomical knowledge was useful for therapy and maintained 
that medicine is built up over time through the accumulation of 
single therapeutic experiences, which have led to the 
recognition of certain drugs’ utility or of the particular features 
of certain illnesses. “Experience” for them is a concept that is 
based on the observations of the individual doctor, but which 
also presupposes the long history of the discipline, the 
cumulative observations of the doctors of the past. 

The study of the Hippocratic texts thus began out of a 
scientific need for professional training within the discipline, but 
the means that made it possible to profit from experience were 
those offered by Alexandrian grammatical and philological 
training: the Hippocratic texts were transmitted to the Library in 
a situation similar to that of the Homeric poems, in copies of 
different provenances and low reliability, and were written in a 
language that was already far from that in which the works of 
the Alexandrian doctors were composed. Editions and 
commentary were therefore tasks closely tied to the work of the 


Empiricist doctors, just as was the case in the work of the 
philologists concerned with poetic texts. At the same time, the 
Empiricists were the first to construct an image of Hippocrates 
as their precursor and so their practice of commenting upon 
Hippocrates was a task that also had ideological value. 

It is on the basis of these views that the “empiricist” doctors 
defined themselves as such, identifying differences of method 
from the others who were the target of their criticisms. Only 
later were the latter defined as a group as “dogmatists”; this 
label did not correspond to a school or precise group and it 
encompassed figures very different from each other (the most 
authoritative were Herophilus and Erasistratus). Therefore the 
identification of two tendencies or even schools of Alexandrian 
medicine, one “dogmatist” and one “empiricist,” was for the 
ancient authors a convenient historiographical categorisation, 
but one that does not correspond to a concrete historical reality. 


2.2 The Methodist school 


The teaching of Asclepiades of Prusa in Bithynia (second to first 
century B.C.) about the pores (Tdpot) and corpuscles (dykot), 
based on the atomist theory as defined by Epicurus, gained wide 
acceptance among the medical authorities and formed the basis 
for the teaching of the so-called Methodist school, which, 
according to the ancient sources, was founded around the mid- 
first century B.C. by a student of Asclepiades, Themison of 
Laodicea in Syria. Themison seems to have laid the first 
(theoretical?) foundations of the “method” and to have 
expounded his ideas in a large number of written works, 
unfortunately lost, of which we know only the titles (e.g. Nepi 
TIEPLOSLKWV TUpETHV, On Recurrent Fevers; Nepi 0f&wv 1aOWv, 
On Acute Diseases; Nepi xpoviwv tta8@v, On Chronic Diseases etc.) 
and various fragments. While some ancient sources present 
Themison as the founder of the school, the author of the 
pseudo-Galenic work Eicaywyn fA latpdc (Introductio sive 
medicus) considers that its “perfectioner” (teAeLwtrc) was 
Thessalus of Tralles in Lydia (whose floruit is placed around the 


mid-first century A.D.). This opinion is generally accepted by 
scholars for other reasons too, since it is reflected in the ancient 
texts on this topic and above all by the fact that Thessalus 
himself is presented by Galen as completely unconnected from 
all the Methodists who preceded him (but also from all the other 
medical authorities altogether). On the other hand, the theory 
of the “commonalities” (koinotétes), as it is known to us from 
Galen, is the one defined by Thessalus, and for that reason 
Galen always talks of the “commonalities of Thessalus” 
(OeooaAob kotvotntec). The term indicates general and evident 
characteristics, which are common to all illnesses. Thessalus and 
his followers questioned the significance of the theoretical 
branches of medicine (anatomy, physology, theories of 
pulsations, theory of fevers etc.) and tried to simplify to the 
greatest degree possible the methods of diagnosis and therapy. 
In accord with the doctrine of the “commonalities,” he 
distinguished only two pathological conditions, that is two 
koinotétes. The first is called stegnOsis (otéyvwotc), “state of 
tension” or “constipation”: stegndsis was the result of intense 
contractions of the muscles of the body, a consequence of which 
is the diminution or total stoppage of bodily secretions. The 
second “commonality,” called rhysis (pGotc), “state of 
relaxation” or “flow,” on the other hand was provoked by an 
excessive relaxation of the muscles, with the opposite results to 
those of the previous condition. These two basic koinotétes were 
supplemented later by a third “mixed” one, the memigmenon (tO 
UeulyyEevov), defined as the alternation of stegndsis and rhysis in 
the patient, or their simultaneous presence. It is plausible that 
among the Methodists a therapeutic approach to illnesses 
existed that corresponded to the mechanistic analysis of the 
causes that gave rise to them. Thessalus composed various 
medical writings, but also theoretical works; the latter included 
(based on what Galen says) above all the one On Commonalities 
(Nepi kotvotntwv) and the one On Comparisons (XuyKptttKa), in 
which he set out to promote and defend his theories. The 
Methodist school (Me808tkr aipeotc) won many followers, 
perhaps more than any other school, and numerous names of 


Methodists are recorded in ancient catalogues of doctors, 
including Antipater, Mnaseas, Dionysius, Menemachus, 
Olympicus, Apollonides, Soranus and Julianus. Of these the most 
celebrated was Soranus of Ephesus (first to second century 
A.D.), known principally for his famous treatise On Gynaecology 
(Nepi yuvatkelwv). 


2.3 The Pneumatist school 


The Pneumatist school was founded in the mid-first century B.C. 
by the doctor Athenaeus of Attaleia in Pamphylia. Athenaeus 
followed the teaching of the Stoic Posidonius at Rome (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age V 4.4) and was influenced principally by the theory 
of the pneuma. As is well known, the Stoics accorded great 
importance to the pneuma, which they considered to be the 
cohesive principle of the All (2Uuttav), and Chrysippus, 
especially, had equated it to divinity. Athenaeus attempted to 
give medical expression to this theory and to explain, based on 
pneuma, the physiological functions of the human organism 
(that which is kata pUovwy, “in accordance with nature”) as well 
as the causes of illnesses (that which is Tapa pvow, “contrary to 
nature”). In his theory the pneuma that is breathed in, after 
undergoing some transformation in the body, becomes subtler 
(Aemttotepov) and hot (8eppyov): the “vital pneuma” (Cwttkov 
trveOya), locating itself in the left cavity of the heart, and from 
there it is diffused throughout the body. The air breathed in 
constitutes the primary material of the continuous renewal of 
the pneuma itself. When, in the best conditions, the pneuma 
moves through the body and without hindrance reaches all the 
organs and parts, then the person is healthy, whereas every 
confusion in its distribution provokes the appearance of 
different illnesses. Precisely on account of this regulatory role 
that they gave to the pneuma, Athenaeus and his followers were 
called Pneumatists. Yet it should be noted that both Athenaeus 
and the Pneumatists who came after him incorporated into their 
medical system also the fundamental Hippocratic theories 
(theory of humours, of critical days, etc.). Unfortunately the 


written work of the founder of the Pneumatist school is 
completely unknown to us, except for the title of a treatise (Ttepi 
BonOnydatwv, On Remedies) and some fragments. A direct 
student of Athenaeus was the doctor Theodorus, while a little 
later (first half of the first century A.D.) Magnus was author of 
the treatise Nepi tv EpeupnuEvwy HETA TOUG OEuiowvoc 
xpovous (On Discoveries after the Time of Themison). At work 
towards the mid-first century A.D. was Aretaeus of Cappadocia, 
who was concerned with various medical questions and in 
particular with pathology and therapeutics; his eight books of 
treatises on these topics are the only surviving (almost intact) 
works of the Pneumatist medical school. Perhaps contemporary 
to Aretaeus was Agathinus Lacedaemonius, who professed not 
only tolerance towards the theories of other medical schools, 
but also their inclusion within the medical system of his own 
school, though naturally with the absolute condition that such 
theories not conflict with the principles of the Pneumatists. By 
this approach he elaborated a new tendency within the 
Pneumatist school, called “Eclectic” (EkAEKTLKN). As would 
become evident later, this activity of the school of Agathinus 
would determine the development of the school, since all the 
later Pheumatist medics known to us were “Eclectics” 
(€kAEKkTLKOL). The direct pupil of Agathinus, Herodotus, should 
obviously be considered an Eclectic. He worked at Rome and 
was probably the teacher of Sextus Empiricus (see The Roman 
Imperial Period VII 1.3.1), and the same is true of Leonidas of 
Alexandria, Known principally for his interest in surgery. Among 
the most famous Pneumatists/Eclectics was Archigenes of 
Apamea in Syria, who worked at Rome in the Trajanic Period and 
wrote works on almost every sector of medical science. 
Contemporaries of his were Philippus and Heliodorus, while the 
last known Pneumatist should probably be seen as Antyllus (first 
half of the second century A.D.), who wrote an excellent 
description of the surgical treatment of arterial aneurism. If 
indeed Ablabes “physician and Pneumatist” (tatpdc kal 
TIVEUHATLKOG; Ca. 400 A.D.) should be considered a doctor of the 
Pneumatist school, then we should date the survival of the 


school at least to the fourth to fifth century A.D. 


VII Oratory and Rhetoric 


1 The triumph of techné 


1.1 Ascarcely documented output 


Given the near-total loss of the output of the rhetors of the 
Hellenistic Age, it forms one of the obscure chapters of ancient 
literature. Of all that was written in the three centuries between 
Aristotle and Dionysius of Halicarnassus (first century B.C.), 
either in the production of manuals to teach the techné or in 
oratorical practice, very little has been saved. One of the reasons 
for this lies in the preferences of the authors of the subsequent 
Imperial Period, who favoured and wanted to emulate the Attic 
orators of the fifth and fourth centuries B.C., passing over 
Hellenistic rhetoric, which was thus hit by a kind of damnatio 
memoriae. The schools of the Imperial Period, modelled on 
classicism, rejected the oratory that had developed above all in 
Asia Minor in the three centuries after the death of Alexander, 
and preferred to return to the authors of the Classical Period. 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for example, saw in this period 
the beginning of oratorical decadence. Later, Flavius 
Philostratus, in his Lives of the Sophists, omitted any treatment of 
the Hellenistic Age and passed directly from Aeschines to 
Nicetes of Smyrna, an author of the Neronian Period, who 
“found the science of oratory reduced to great straits” (1, 19). 
Thus the picture that we can reconstruct of post-Aristotelian 
oratory and rhetoric prior to the Augustan Era is strongly 
shaped by the negative judgements of the ancient authors and 
consequently by the indirect sources, which are at times miserly 
in the information they provide and often highly critical, to the 


point that they just “skip over” the Hellenistic Period. Of 
importance too are the notices, names and opinions transmitted 
by Latin authors such as Cicero in his rhetorical works and 
Quintilian in the Institutio oratoria. 

Although our knowledge is hence extremely lacunose, 
nonetheless at least two aspects emerge clearly. One is the 
liveliness of the specialist debate on poetics and style, which, 
although it emerged from a school setting, ultimately exerted a 
broad influence on Graeco-Roman culture. The other aspect is 
Athens’ loss of hegemony in this sector, to the advantage of the 
numerous centres of eloquence that flourished throughout the 
Hellenistic world, particularly on the island of Rhodes and the 
cities of Asia Minor, while - at least as far as we know - rhetoric 
and oratory were relatively little cultivated at Alexandria. Thus, 
in the partial view enforced by the selection of the preserved 
material, the Hellenistic Age appears as the era of Alexandrian 
philological and grammatical erudition and poetry, whereas 
rhetoric and oratory remain marginal and forgotten. 


1.2 The interest in technique 


The loss of the Greek cities’ political liberty contributed to a 
depletion in deliberative oratory, which did not entirely 
disappear but was drastically scaled back. One can easily grasp 
how the changed political and social conditions, with power in 
the hands of a monarch and his court at the capital of a 
kingdom, would have offered little room to develop oratory that 
aimed to determine the decisions of a deliberative assembly. 

In consequence, the attention of rhetors shifted focus from 
the effective deployment of the /ogos in the life of the assembled 
people and the public decisions of the polis, and preferred 
instead to pursue technique and formal virtuosity that were 
better suited to captivate and impress any audience whatsoever. 
This prevailing interest in technical aspects was not in itself a 
novelty: we have seen that during the Classical Age a conception 
of oratory as techné was developed, i.e. as an activity which 
required for its exercise a whole series of instruments and 


expedients, and that this conception produced a literature of 
“manuals” (i.e. the technai) that aimed to teach the foundations 
and tools of the trade. During the Hellenistic Age, however, the 
disappearance of the real occasions of political debate led toa 
particular concentration on technical aspects, which ultimately 
came to be studied and valued for their intrinsic value and not 
for the sake of their function in prompting a decision. Through 
this the study of inventio and in particular of the staseis (which 
we will discuss shortly) became established, and the key to 
Oratorical success came to be seen in formal play, virtuosity and 
the use of existing models. 

An aspect of this turn of rhetoric in a technical direction is 
the central importance that came to be held by the meleté 
(ueAetn), “exercise” (corresponding to the Latin declamatio). 
This was a fictitious declamation, the practice of composing a 
deliberative or forensic speech on invented themes, detached 
from any real occasion and composed for purely literary 
purposes, making virtuosic use of the whole gamut of means of 
verbal persuasion. In this case too, this is not an original 
innovation. Fictitious speeches had been composed as exercises 
already in the Classical Period and we have seen how important 
these were in the activity of the Sophists. The novelty consists 
rather in the extension of the use of fictitious declamations, 
which in a short time became the most usual form of oratorical 
composition. These were no longer an exercise with a view to a 
real debate, but rather a form of bravura performance to be 
used for public displays in which one could show off one’s talent 
and win the favour of the audience present at the “spectacle.” 
This kind of declamation was practised quite widely during the 
Hellenistic Age, but its products have not been preserved and 
we can now get an idea of what it was like only by an indirect 
route: the Greek sources are much later (from the fourth 
century A.D. onwards); the best source is the work of Seneca the 
Rhetor, a Latin author who lived in the early Imperial Period, 
who recorded more than thirty Greek declaimers of the Late 
Republican and Augustan Periods, almost all from Asia. 
However, it should be added that it was a practice so deeply 


rooted in taste and culture that it also had a decisive influence 
on other literary genres such as historiography and novel, which 
for that reason help to reveal its characteristics. 


2 The schools of rhetoric 


2.1 Hegesias of Magnesia and Asianism 


One of the principal exponents of the rhetoric of Asia Minor was 
Hegesias, originally from Magnesia on the Sipylus in Lydia, an 
enormously successful rhetor who lived in the late fourth to 
early third century B.C. His output included a historical work, the 
History of Alexander (on which see below), as well as forensic and 
epideictic speeches; all that remains of these are a few 
fragments. His style, as it emerges both from the surviving 
fragments and from the references in ancient testimonia, 
appears redundant due to an abundance of often brash 
rhetorical figures and a profusion of metaphors, antitheses and 
parallelisms. The pronounced taste for sound-effects and the 
use of bold imagery was immensely popular with his 
contemporaries and Hegesias set the fashion for years. The 
proponents of Atticism, on the other hand, who (as we shall see 
shortly) hoped for a return to the simplicity of the classics, 
sharply dismissed him. For example, Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
(De compositione verborum 

18) maintained that Hegesias had not left a single page 
“that has been felicitously composed.” 

The Atticist rhetors regarded Hegesias as the initiator and 
main exponent of Asianism, one of the most important 
rhetorical tendencies of the Hellenistic Age, which originated at 
the turn of the fourth to third century B.C. above all in areas of 
Asia Minor (from which the term “Asian” for this rhetoric 
derives) and it had a powerful influence on Roman oratory of 
the Republican and Imperial Periods. Unlike the ancient 
witnesses, modern scholars do not identify a single figure as 
founder of this oratorical tendency and prefer to stress the 


continuity of the style and its characteristics with the earlier 
Sophistic of Gorgias, Hippias and Alcidamas. Asianism, in fact, 
took to the extreme the use of expedients meant to impress, 
which aimed to rely on pathos and taking emotional hold of the 
audience, managing to astonish and captivate it. The expedients 
included the overwhelming use of rhetorical figures, in 
particular aural ones; the pursuit, often obsessive, of studied 
rhythmical sequences in speech; and a general tendency 
towards poetic prose. Although all these elements are in fact 
found in the style of Hegesias, Asianism should not be identified 
with a single school of rhetoric but rather with many of them. It 
was an orientation in taste, a tendency in style, and not a true 
school in a strict sense. The decisive aspect for these stylistic 
choices was in fact the oratorical direction taken by the 
individual teachers, who did not necessarily come from Asia 
Minor or pursue their activity in that area of the Hellenised 
world. The term “Asianism” was anyway formulated by the 
opponents of this tendency, with the aim of disparaging it: as a 
polemical generalisation, those teachers who were committed 
to a florid, emotional and redundant style were called “Asians.” 

The teaching of the Asianist rhetors was based above all on 
the exercise of declamation and commanded a large number of 
pupils from all over Greece and from Rome. Thereafter, with the 
rapid shifting of the political centre of gravity in the 
Mediterranean from the east to Rome, the most successful 
Asianist rhetors found in Rome the crowning success of their 
career, when their public displays won the enthusiastic support 
of the Roman public. 


2.2 Atticism 


The origin of “Atticism” poses significant problems. First of all 
we should specify that by this term we refer to a stylistic 
doctrine that takes as its unchallengeable models, to be studied 
and imitated, the Attic orators of the Classical Period. However, 
the abstract “Atticism” is a modern term: the ancient sources 
simply indicate the Attic orators as the models to be studied and 


imitated, setting them in opposition to the negative example of 
the more recent “Asianist” rhetoric, which is defined by 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus (1, 10-26) as insufferable in its 
theatrical exhibitionism and without culture, a courtesan who 
has usurped honours and duties above her station. The earliest 
attestation of this orientation is found in Cicero’s rhetorical 
works Brutus and Orator, written in 46 B.C. (but not the De 
Oratore, which is from 55 B.C.), where it is presented as a 
counterpoint to Asianism. In the Augustan Period, then, the 
sources note as Atticists the Latins Julius Caesar, Licinius Calvus 
and Brutus and the Greeks Dionysius of Halicarnassus and 
Caecilius of Caleacte. It is very likely that the origin of Atticism 
itself should be located in the widespread desire for a defence 
and rebirth of classical culture, or “classicism,” which is found 
broadly and comprehensively above all from the Augustan 
Period. 

These authors set themselves in opposition to the “bad 
taste” of the Asianist style, which was bombastic and aimed at 
provoking pathos in the audience; the harsh criticisms 
addressed to Hegesias show that the polemic against the 
Asianists even reached tones of violent rivalry. The Atticists 
preferred the more sober, clear and linear style of the models of 
the fifth and fourth century B.C. The speeches of Lysias seemed 
to meet these formal characteristics better than others. From 
this perspective Atticism represents the culminating moment of 
a phenomenon by which older authors were rediscovered and 
appreciated, and so gained the status of “classics” according to 
a definition that has remained firmly in place up to the present 
day. On the other hand, the characteristics of this phenomenon 
seem less strange when we reflect on the fact that an admiring 
attitude towards models from the past is a fairly widespread 
aspect of Greek culture. In particular, the adoption of authors of 
the fifth century B.C. as models is found already in rhetors of the 
fourth century such as Isocrates, and we have already spoken at 
length of the great interest that the authors of those centuries 
held for the scholarly and poetic cultures of the early Hellenistic 
Age. 


The difficulty in separating Atticism from the general 
classicising tendency that began in the Augustan Age also 
prevents us from establishing precisely the origin of this stylistic 
and oratorical taste. Thus, while some scholars trace the earliest 
roots of Atticism back to the second century B.C., others prefer 
to shift it to the first century, creating a link between Atticists in 
style and analogists in grammatical theory on the one hand, and 
Asianists and anomalists on the other. In general today the 
preference is to set Atticism within the widespread desire for a 
defence and rebirth of classical culture, in opposition to the less 
purist and rigorous concept of Asianism. It is undeniable that 
such a defence occurred above all from the Augustan Age and 
early Imperial Period onwards. Hence, while Asianism 
characterises the stylistic and rhetorical choices of the 
Hellenistic Age, it is towards the end of the period that we 
record the reaction that led to the rejection of the Asianist taste 
in favour of a return to the style of the “classics” of the fifth and 
fourth century. 


2.3 The Schools of Rhodes 


Alongside the schools of various cities of Asia Minor, Rhodes 
became one of the principal centres of rhetorical training, above 
all from the late second century B.C., although the island’s 
cultural life had certainly flourished in earlier times (among 
those who taught there were the orator Aeschines, the 
Peripatetics Eudemus and Praxiphanes and Posidonius; 
Dionysius Thrax had had a school of grammar there). For the 
Rhodian schools of rhetoric too we have only indirect notices, 
due to the loss of the works of even such a first-rank exponent 
of rhetoric as Apollonius Molon. Cicero (Brutus 51) and Quintilian 
(Institutio oratoria XII 10, 18) tell us that the Rhodian rhetors 
practised a type of eloquence that was inspired both by the Attic 
authors of the past and by the Asianist tendency, though 
without sharing all the stylistic excesses of the latter. According 
to Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Dinarchus 8), they took as their 
stylistic model the speeches of Hyperides. One thing remains a 


constant in all the sources, however: Rhodes was for decades a 
cultural centre of primary importance in the Mediterranean 
area, a point of contact between different rhetorical and 
philosophical tendencies. The old rivalry between rhetoric and 
philosophy was represented in the typical form of the 

opposition between the schools: the authoritative rhetor 
Apollonius Molon wrote Against the Philosophers, while the 
philosopher Posidonius aimed an attack Against Hermagoras (the 
rhetor, on whom more below). But these were no longer the 
times of Isocrates and Plato, nor of the Platonic condemnation 
of rhetoric. At this time rhetoric and philosophy should rather be 
understood as two curricula within higher education, but they 
were not exclusive and it was certainly possible to acquire a 
good standard of instruction in both. 


2.4 Hermagoras of Temnos 


One of the rhetors with the greatest influence on contemporary 
and subsequent rhetoric was Hermagoras of Temnos in Asia 
Minor, who was active in the second century B.C. We know 
nothing of his life, but we know that his Techné was an 
enormous success. According to the testimony of Quintilian 
(Institutio oratoria III 1, 16), he marked a decisive change in 
eloquence, inaugurating an approach that was principally 
concentrated on inventio. His work, which is lost, was not 
organised according to the parts of the speech, but rather 
according to the tasks of the orator: finding the arguments, 
arranging them, expounding them, memorising them, and 
reciting them to the public. Hermagoras introduced the system 
of the staseis (otdoetc, the status in Latin), that is, of the 
positions that the rhetor needed to adopt on the question under 
discussion. For this system we have only a much later exposition 
(in the work of the rhetor Hermogenes, second to third century 
A.D.), but it was in wide use in teaching and continuously 
underwent systematisations and updatings. Hermagoras 
proposed four possibilities: to decide if the offence had been 
committed; what the offence was; how it was to be judged; and 


whether it was necessary to raise questions of legitimacy or 
competence. Corresponding to these possibilities were the four 
staseis of the orator: stochasmos (otoyaoyos, coniectura), horos 
(dpos, finitio), poiotés (toLotNs, qualitas) and finally metalépsis 
(uUETAAN Wi, trans/atio). 

Our information about Hermagoras’ rhetorical doctrine 
derive from much later Greek sources or from Latin sources, 
since the Romans adopted his method and made wide use of it. 
Quintilian records that the doctrine was followed by Athenaeus, 
Apollonius Molon, Areus, Caecilius and Theon. 


VIII Historiography 


1 Problems and tendencies in Hellenistic 
historiography 


1.1 Loss of texts and problems of reconstruction 


In the Hellenistic Age historiography bore rich and important 
fruit, recording and interpreting the events of a historical period 
that saw the whole lifespan of the Hellenistic kingdoms and the 
establishment of Rome as the dominant power in the 
Mediterranean. Unfortunately the very varied historiographical 
output that lies between the exploits of Alexander and the 
Roman conquest of Egypt has in large part been lost. All that 
survives whole is some books of Polybius, fifteen books of 
Diodorus’ work and the first two Books of the Maccabees of the 
Old Testament. We must conclude sadly that from this important 
and complicated historical period, which saw the transition from 
the empire of Alexander to the Hellenistic kingdoms and finally 
the Roman conquest of the whole Mediterranean, we do not 
even have a continuous historical narrative: the surviving part of 
Diodorus comes down only to the year 301, while Polybius 


begins in summary form in 264 but in detail only from 220 B.C. 

All the rest is known to us only in a quite fragmentary way, 
often through the use made of it and the judgements passed on 
it by later historians (including Latin ones), especially those of 
the Imperial Era, for whom the Hellenistic historians were often 
a primary source. In general there are few true fragments 
preserved: the documentation is for the most part formed by 
indirect testimonia, of different degrees of reliability. These are 
mainly identified where a later historian is said to have used one 
of his predecessors as a source. In cases like this - an 
emblematic case is that of Timaeus, the source of Diodorus - it is 
a crucially important and extremely difficult task to delimit what 
precisely belongs to the source and what to the person who 
used it; the results are often highly hypothetical. Situations such 
as this pose major problems in reconstructing lost texts and 
strongly influence the picture that we can form of the 
characteristics of Hellenistic historiography in its various 
currents. They also influence the judgements we pass on 
Hellenistic historiography. 


1.2 The panorama of Hellenistic historiography 


Despite the serious loss of many works, the panorama of 
historiography in the Hellenistic Age appears extremely varied 
and lively. To give some lines for orientation, we have tried to 
group the authors in certain ways, while separating Polybius 
due to his special importance. The exposition here is organised 
on a fundamentally chronological basis. The character and 
absolutely exceptional significance of the figure and ventures of 
Alexander the Great gave rise to a whole genre of 
historiography, that of the Alexander Historians, with all their 
shared characteristics; these are the subject of the next section. 
In the sections that come next we have then brought together 
different forms of historiography that were produced, broadly 
speaking, in the era of the Diadochi, but which are also very 
different from each other: these run from the so-called dramatic 
historiography to the local historiography produced in various 


settings in the Hellenistic kingdoms, from Timaeus to a group of 
scholars and polymaths who also wrote historical works. Two 
chapters are then devoted, respectively, to Polybius and to a 
group of historians later than him. 

At the start of the Hellenistic Age, Alexander and the 
fortunes of the kingdoms that arose out of the dismemberment 
of his empire stood at the centre of historiographical interest. 
From the third century B.C. onwards, beginning with 
Hieronymus of Cardia and Timaeus, Rome emerged as the 
hegemonic power in the Mediterranean and steadily captured 
the attention of historians as its expansion overwhelmed the 
Hellenistic kingdoms. In the history of world empires, the 
Roman Empire becomes the successor to the Macedonian 
Empire. One reason why the figure of Polybius stands out is 
because with him Rome is definitively placed at the centre of 
history and historiography. After him, Posidonius reflected in 
critical tones on the exercise of power and rule by the Romans. 
In the second and first centuries B.C. a debate on Rome's 
empire, its legitimacy and its historical causes developed, with 
learned antiquarian research playing a role in this. A theme such 
as the origin of Rome in Aeneas and the Trojans took on a value 
as propaganda that would perhaps not have been guessed at 
first. 

When Thucydides prefaced his account of the Peloponnesian 
War with the Pentekontaetia, in which he ran through the 
roughly fifty years that separate the Persian Wars from the 
conflict between Athens and Sparta, he was picking up at the 
point where Herodotus stopped, revealing the idea that 
historical exposition ought to proceed continuously. From then 
on, the work of most Greek historians quite clearly displayed a 
desire to continue the narrative from where it had been left by a 
predecessor, who was evidently chosen as an authoritative point 
of reference. Both the Hellenica of Xenophon and the Hellenica of 
Theopompus were presented as direct continuations of 
Thucydides, but the so-called Hellenica of Oxyrhynchus too seem 
to have been written with this aim. In a certain sense an ideal 
“historical cycle” was created, though the connections do not 


appear as clearly to us in the subsequent period, which included 
the rise of Macedonia and then of Alexander the Great and the 
fortunes of the Diadochi. This is the period addressed first by 
the Philippica of Theopompus and then by the Alexander 
Historians and those who recounted the events of the Hellenistic 
kingdoms. Later Polybius in his Histories stated explicitly that he 
is picking up at the point where Timaeus broke off his account, 
i.e. in 264, the year when the frontal confrontation between 
Rome and Carthage began. Posidonius then continued with his 
Histories after Polybius and Histories on Pompey. One can easily 
see that, compared to this, it was a very different decision to 
compose a “universal history,” as was done for example by 
Ephorus and Anaximenes and, in the first century, by Diodorus 
Siculus. 


1.3 The Alexander Historians 
1.3.1 The birth of a genre 


The enormous importance and resonance of the achievements 
of Alexander the Great in the relatively short span of a dozen 
years, from his accession to the throne in 336 B.C. to his 
premature death in 323, and the exceptional character of his 
personality gave rise to a genuine historiographical genre, 
which consists of the works of the Alexander Historians. 
Beginning from the travel accounts of the men who 
accompanied Alexander in senior military positions (such as 
Aristobulus, Nearchus, Ptolemy, Callisthenes, Medius and 
Onesicritus), of which some meagre fragments survive, a 
literature developed that combined an essentially 
historiographical intent with aspects of biography, encomium 
and adventure story, and a taste for narrative and description 
that gave these texts a decidedly literary flavour, at the expense 
of faithful historical reconstruction. Alexander’s court dignitaries 
and generals had direct access to knowledge of Macedonian 
history and, from that point of view, their testimony should have 


been regarded as reliable and precious. In reality the history of 
Alexander was very soon packed with legends and extraordinary 
episodes, put into circulation by the very people who had 
participated in his expeditions, of a kind designed to cast an 
aura of encomiastic exaltation, with little respect for the truth 
about the facts. One should add that the writings on Alexander’s 
achievements generally reflected the ideological orientations of 
the official propaganda, which encouraged a reading of the 
expedition to the East as a war brought by the West to avenge 
age-old wrongs, as the ultimate outcome of the ancient 
confrontation between Greece and Persia or, to the contrary, as 
an unexpected opportunity for different peoples to meet and 
fraternise under shared Graeco-Macedonian rule. 

These more-or-less contemporary works on the figure of 
Alexander are almost wholly lost. The earliest preserved account 
of the expedition is that of the historian Diodorus, who lived in 
the Augustan Period. Quite important testimonies are 
transmitted by Plutarch (first to second century A.D.) in his Life 
of Alexander and by the historian Arrian (first to second century 
A.D.) in his Anabasis of Alexander. Arrian, who understood his 
task as being to follow the most trustworthy sources, declares 
that he was basing his account on Ptolemy and Aristobulus, 
while in the Indica he draws on the Alexander Historians to 
reconstruct the return journey by sea from India to Susa. To 
these Greek sources we must add the Latin authors Quintus 
Curtius Rufus (first century A.D.) and Justin (second century 
A.D.). The so-called Alexander Romance of Pseudo-Callisthenes 
dates to a period after the second century A.D.: in it the literary 
aspect of narrative novel has definitively overwhelmed the 
historiographical aspect (on which see below). 

One of the characteristics of the historiography centred on 
Alexander is the encomiastic outlook of the historical 
reconstruction. It is believed that this approach began with 
Callisthenes, the conqueror’s official historian. Since it was well 
known that many of the king’s actions did not conform to the 
prescriptions of traditional ethics (drinking, taking a second 
wife, the killing of Cleitus and Parmenion), he was not praised as 


a perfect human being or as a model to be followed, but rather 
as a superman who was above normal human standards. Not 
everyone wanted to engage in the adulation of Alexander. For 
example, we have fragments of a hostile pamphlet written by 
Ephippus of Olynthus (a contemporary historian about whom 
we know very little, see below). Yet the encomiastic current was 
in the majority by a wide margin and very soon became 
ingrained in the cultural tradition. Down the centuries, many 
conquerors invited a comparison with Alexander, and so in the 
schools of philosophy and of rhetoric he was long a figure who 
was used as an exemplary model for moral lessons. 

Another peculiar aspect of this historiography is its fantastic 
elements. Strabo (II 1, 9), an author of the Augustan Period, 
accused the historian Onesicritus, one of the officials who 
accompanied Alexander, of inventing things on a grand scale, 
making Alexander travel into a world inhabited by improbable 
events and beings and preferring the marvellous to the truth. 
Given the characteristics of the figure of Alexander and the 
course of his life, the conditions were ripe for the inclusion of an 
element of novel, an interest in the extraordinary and fantastic 
and a stylistic search for effect and the chance to rouse 
emotions. On the other hand, the adventurous aspect, linked to 
the journeys to unknown and distant lands, was translated into 
a rebirth of interest in and study of ethnography. This favoured 
a return to historiography of the Herodotean type, shaped by 
geographical and ethnographic themes, with a taste for usages 
and customs of remote and hitherto unknown peoples. This 
element is present both in the Alexander Historians and in the 
works of local history that we shall discuss shortly. 

So far as it is possible to reconstruct, the Alexander 
Historians seem to have had some important aspects in 
common: an affinity in their concept of politics; a shared literary 
tradition and a certain familiarity with prior Greek literature; a 
core set of scientific knowledge; and often some interest in 
philosophy. Further, they wrote for a Greek readership whose 
ideas and prejudices they knew well. 


1.3.2 Authors and works contemporary to Alexander 


The Royal Ephemerides. We begin with the Royal Ephemerides, 
cited explicitly by Arrian and Plutarch. These are a daily diary 
(this is the meaning of the Greek word ephémeris) which 
described the final days of Alexander's illness in Babylon. Doubt 
has been cast on their supposed derivation from a journal by a 
court official, held by the chief secretary Eumenes of Cardia, 
which was used by Ptolemy as his principal source for the 
history of Alexander, and the authenticity of the document has 
been contested by modern scholars. The most important 
contribution they make, if they are authentic, is in the account of 
Alexander's death, which Plutarch claims to be following to the 
letter. They supported the position that the king died of a 
natural cause, due to his excessive drinking, against the theory 
that he was poisoned. 

Callisthenes. The role of official historian of the expedition 
was probably assigned to Callisthenes of Olynthus (under whose 
name the so-called Alexander Romance circulated, though it was 
written later than the second century A.D.). A relative and pupil 
of Aristotle, he cooperated with him in scientific research 
(Aristotle asked him to acquire Eastern writings about 
astronomical observations) and in erudite studies (an inscription 
at Delphi pays homage to Aristotle and Callisthenes for their 
work on the victors at the Pythian Games). It was Aristotle who 
introduced him to the Macedonian court. Callisthenes joined the 
following of Alexander and composed his account of the 
expedition to the East simultaneously with the advance of the 
army. However, in the course of the expedition he fell into 
disgrace in the king’s eyes. First he refused to engage in 
proskynesis, i.e. prostration before the king, an expression of the 
divine conception of monarchy adopted by Alexander following 
the customs of oriental kings. Then he was accused of having 
taken part in a conspiracy (the so-called “Page’s Conspiracy”) 
and was arrested and executed before the expedition returned 
to Babylon. Due to Callisthenes’ premature death, his account of 
the expedition was obviously left incomplete. He also wrote 


some Hellenica, which narrated Greek history from 387/6 (the 
King’s Peace) to the accession of Philip to the throne of 
Macedonia in 359, largely filling the historical gap left by the two 
works of Theopompus, the Hellenica (which ended at 394 B.C.) 
and the Philippica (which began with Philip’s accession to the 
throne). At the point where the latter ended, Callisthenes picked 
up again with his history of Alexander. These choices suggest 
that Callisthenes was following the Isocratean school and the 
rhetorical historiography that it championed, although the 
ancient sources do not record him as a student of Isocrates. The 
sources mention other works by Callisthenes: a Perip/us, which 
probably offered accounts and mythological explanations of 
geographical names, and a collection of Apophthegmata or 
famous sayings. Polybius criticised in detail Callisthenes’ lack of 
precision and his style. This negative judgement contributed to 
the loss of his works (a few quotations survive). 

Onesicritus. Onesicritus of Astypalaea was born before 375 
B.C. and was a pupil of the Cynic philosopher Diogenes. He 
joined the following of Alexander in the final part of the 
expedition, in the Indian region; during the return voyage from 
the River Indus to the Persian Gulf he was the chief helmsman 
of the royal flagship, subordinate to the admiral Nearchus. His 
personal connections to the king are attested also by the fact 
that in 326 B.C. Alexander invited him, as an exponent of the 
Cynic school, to a meeting with some Indian wise men. Two 
works of his are recorded about the king: N@c> AAEEavdpoc hx8n 
(it is not certain if the title means How Alexander Was Educated) 
and an encomium of the king. A large part of his historical work 
was devoted to the events of the Indian phase of the expedition 
and it included a narrative of the return voyage. On this latter 
point he was criticised by Nearchus, who wrote an account on 
the same topic. Onesicritus indulged in telling fantastic episodes 
(such as a meeting between Alexander and the Amazons), which 
earned him the criticism of Strabo (who called him a “helmsman 
not just of Alexander but of the improbable”) and the curiosity 
of later authors, who were attracted by his taste for the 
marvellous and strange. Already in the ancient world (Diogenes 


Laertius) a certain affinity between Onesicritus and Xenophon 
was noted, beginning in their respective biographies: both 
abandoned the study of philosophy for military adventure; 
played a prominent part in a dangerous return journey; admired 
their fallen commanders and glorified them in their writings; 
and enlivened their narrative by discussing the local customs 
and the fauna and flora of the countries they saw. The similarity 
between the two authors seems also to have held good at the 
level of style, but of Onesicritus’ writings not a single fragment 
survives in his own words and so no comparison is possible. 
Ptolemy. Our essential source for knowledge of the work of 
Ptolemy, son of Lagus, is Arrian, who held him in high regard for 
various reasons: he had accompanied the expedition of 
Alexander; he had written after the king’s death, when there 
was no longer any motive for adulation; and Ptolemy himself 
was a king, so one could expect him not to lie. In some historical 
episodes in which Ptolemy seems to have been involved, it is 
likely that Arrian has drawn on Ptolemy’s own account: the 
clarity with which Arrian describes the military operations 
carried out by Ptolemy himself supports this theory and allows 
us to appreciate his competence as a military historian. While 
our knowledge of his work is scant, we know his biography with 
some precision. A Macedonian by origin, Ptolemy was one of the 
most trusted commanders in Alexander's army. After the long 
struggles that followed the king’s death, he assumed royal 
power over Egypt with the title “Soter” (i.e. “Saviour”), 
inaugurating the dynasty of the Ptolemies or Lagids. According 
to the general opinion, Ptolemy wrote his work on Alexander in 
the final stage of his life, perhaps just a year or two before his 
own death in 283 B.C. The reasons that prompted him to give an 
account of his experience with Alexander (aside from the 
ambition of setting out his credentials as Alexander’s heir in 
imperial status, in competition with the other Diadochi) are likely 
to have included the desire to correct existing versions and 
dispel the mythical and romantic haze that was thickening 
around the figure of Alexander. From the testimony of Arrian, it 
is certain that Ptolemy was talented and experienced in military 


command and had a close personal connection to Alexander 
and a direct, first-hand knowledge of the king’s thinking and of 
official documents. All these are motives that may have led him 
to provide his own authoritative testimony to the events, giving 
more space to the military operations in which he participated. 
Nearchus. Nearchus was born around 360 B.C., of Cretan 
origin, and was a childhood friend of Alexander. Following the 
severe quarrels that broke out in 337 between Alexander and his 
father Philip, king of Macedonia, Nearchus was expelled from 
the kingdom. He returned on the death of Philip and took part in 
various military missions, in 334 becoming governor of Lycia and 
Pamphylia, a position that demanded experience of naval 
command, to prevent any operations by the Persian navy. He 
was named commander of the Hydaspes fleet and, after sailing 
down the rivers Hydaspes, Acesines and Indus, in 326 he was 
made admiral of the fleet that had to find a route from India to 
Babylon and explore the countries on the coast to be 
encountered during the voyage. His account of this difficult 
undertaking was the NepittAous tig Ivdikijs (Circumnavigation of 
India). On the death of Alexander, Nearchus took part in the 
struggles for the division of the king’s immense domains, siding 
with Antigonus Monophthalmos and then with Demetrius 
Poliorcetes. Our knowledge of his work derives from the 
summary of it given by Arrian in his Indica, where we also find 
extracts of interest for ethnography and natural history (a 
description of India and of the voyage from the Hydaspes to 
Babylon). He was responsible for the official report of the 
expedition. No one has ever accused him of distorting the facts 
and Arrian treats him with great respect, taking for granted that 
he is reliable. Since his work is lost, we cannot know what 
literary form it took (it was certainly not just a transcription of 
the official report), nor its length or original title. It is possible to 
detect some literary influences: there are elements that the 
narrative of the nostos of Alexander shares with the account of 
the nostos par excellence of the Greek literary tradition, the 
Odyssey; in his rapid descriptions of places, Nearchus reveals the 
influence of the ancient genre of the perip/us, which enjoyed a 


lively return to popularity. 

Aristobulus. We do not know Aristobulus’ country of origin. 
Although he never appears in military expeditions, he received 
positions from Alexander that suggest that he had skills of a 
technical nature, as engineer or architect. His work and that of 
Ptolemy are the principal sources of Arrian’s Anabasis, who 
states that he trusts their reliability because they both 
accompanied the king on the expedition and because they 
wrote after his death, when there was no longer any motive to 
say anything but the truth. Aristobulus began from Alexander's 
accession to the throne and also narrated the first campaigns. In 
the account of the episodes concerning the king’s behaviour 
(drinking, executions) he sought to play down the negative sides 
and to justify the excesses, endeavouring to provide a consistent 
characterisation of the king. While it would not be possible to 
talk in his case of real adulation of Alexander, episodes were 
included that aimed to present the king in an ideal and virtuous 
light. For example, Aristobulus is the source of the anecdote 
according to which Alexander preferred to throw to the ground 
a helmet full of water that he had been offered, in order not to 
quench his thirst before his soldiers, tormented by thirst, were 
able to do so. Aristobulus’ descriptions of the tomb of Cyrus at 
Pasargadae and that of Sardanapalus at Anchiale are admired 
by modern archaeologists for their precision. This accuracy 
seems to reflect the author’s technical skills and recurs in his 
citing of precise figures for distances, time, money and so on. It 
seems that Aristobulus avoided or at least played down the 
mythical and marvellous elements present in other narratives 
about Alexander. For example, he rejected the episode of the 
encounter between Alexander and the Amazons (like Chares 
and Ptolemy), though he did not deny the existence of the 
Amazons, whom he simply leaves in their traditional territory 
near Colchis. He did not try to eliminate the miraculous element 
entirely but, when he speaks of it, his is often the least 
sensational version. Despite the fact that it was used extensively 
by Arrian, we know nothing precise about the literary 
characteristics, style, composition or length of his work. 


Marsyas. Marsyas of Pella, born around 356 and died after 
294, probably accompanied Alexander for some stage of the 
expedition into Asia. We know nothing other than that he 
participated in the battle of Salamis in the spring of 306 B.C. We 
do not know when he died precisely. According to the Suda 
lexicon, Marsyas composed a history of Macedonia (Macedonica) 
in ten books, from the earliest kings to Alexander’s march into 
Syria after the Egyptian campaign; he also wrote an Education of 
Alexander and twelve books of Attica are also attributed to him. 

Chares. Among the Alexander Historians who claimed to 
have written on the basis of their own direct experience, some 
aimed principally at their target audience's interest in gossip 
and scandal. Their work made a strong contribution to the 
genesis of the romanticised tradition about the figure of 
Alexander. We may recall here Chares of Mytilene, Alexander’s 
eloayyeAeuc (chamberlain or master of audiences). His work, 
perhaps with the title Histories of Alexander, had at least ten 
books and probably consisted primarily of anecdotes. Examples 
include the long account of the five days of wedding ceremonies 
at Susa, cited by Athenaeus among the passages that were 
intended to show Alexander's luxurious habits, and the account 
of Callisthenes’ refusal to prostrate himself before the king, 
which may have been witnessed by Chares himself. 

Ephippus. Ephippus of Olynthus must have been born before 
the year 348 B.C., when his city was destroyed, and he held 
military responsibilities as an official in the Macedonian army. 
The work On the death (or funeral) of Alexander and Hephaestion 
(in 323 and 324 respectively) should probably be attributed to 
him. As far as we know, he is the source of five fragments 
transmitted by Athenaeus concerning details of dishes, drinks 
and behaviours at the court of the Macedonian commander that 
were little suited to the Hellenic style. The fragments reveal a 
strongly hostile attitude towards Alexander and one inclined to 
accept all the stories that showed him in a bad light. We do not 
know what role personal reasons may have played in this, such 
as the destruction of his native city Olynthus and the execution 
of his fellow countryman Callisthenes. 


Cleitarchus. The surviving fragments of the work of 
Cleitarchus, (Ta) tepi AAeEavSpou (On Alexander), in more than 
twelve books, are few and of little significance. Despite its 
popularity in the late Roman Republic and the first centuries of 
the Empire (it was used by Diodorus, Curtius Rufus, Plutarch and 
Arrian, though the last of these never names him), ancient 
judgements on his work were harsh. Cicero, Quintilian and 
Strabo regarded Cleitarchus as an orator rather than a historian. 
Greek rhetors did not find his style attractive, regarding it as 
tasteless in its vocabulary choices (Demetrius, On Style) and 
pompous (the treatise On the Sublime). Unlike the authors 
considered so far, nothing suggests that Cleitarchus personally 
participated in the expedition of Alexander; since his father 
Dinon wrote Persica, his knowledge of the East does not imply 
that he had actually visited it. Some fragments reveal a tendency 
to manipulate the reconstruction of facts to obtain an effective 
story. For example, he told an episode in which Alexander was 
dragged to safety by Ptolemy (and perhaps made this the origin 
of the title “Soter”) in the battle at the city of the Malli, although 
Ptolemy himself said that he was not present at this battle (this 
adulation of Ptolemy, among other things, is in accord with the 
notice that claims Cleitarchus was an Alexandrian). His use of 
the miraculous confers a romantic tone on his work: he does not 
reject the history of the fantastic encounter of Alexander with 
the Amazons, and describes it in a colourful and dramatic way; 
he also elaborates on the motif of Alexander as following in the 
footsteps of Dionysus in his journey to India. Cleitarchus is 
definitely a historian who does not master the details, narrating 
events in which he himself did not participate. He works by 
drawing on other authors, reporting their testimony or else 
altering it without a qualm. A work such as his was easily able to 
win more interest than the honest but unappealing works of 
Aristobulus or Ptolemy. His literary tendencies and his style 
make him an author of Alexandrian taste and a precursor of 
Asianism. 


1.3.3 Authors later than Alexander 


The later tradition around the figure of Alexander includes not 
only historical works but also contributions from the schools of 
philosophy and rhetoric. Among other things, a corpus of 
themes developed that was a widely shared inheritance to be 
used by the rhetorical schools in their exercises. Among the 
historians surveyed above, Onesicritus belonged to the Cynic 
school and was a student of Diogenes; Callisthenes and 
Cleitarchus gave their work a marked rhetorical stamp. 

Anaximenes. We have already mentioned Anaximenes of 
Lampsacus, a rhetor and historian who lived approximately from 
380 to 320 B.C. and knew Philip and Alexander personally. His 
fame as a rhetor was notable and the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 
has been attributed to him, a work transmitted in the 
Aristotelian corpus (cf. The Classical Age X 1.4). He pursued a 
dispute against Theopompus, whom he tried to discredit by 
putting into circulation a harsh invective against Athens, Sparta 
and Thebes called the Trikaranos, composed in the style and 
under the name of Theopompus. He must have had a great 
talent for imitation. The learned scholar Didymus maintained 
that Oration XI of Demosthenes should be attributed to 
Anaximenes. Dionysius of Halicarnassus said that Anaximenes 
did not achieve full success in any of the fields that he 
attempted and that his style was weak and unconvincing. In fact 
it is odd that so little has survived of the work of an author who 
was so famous in the ancient world. As a historian, Anaximenes 
was an exponent of so-called rhetorical historiography. He 
wrote a work of universal history, the Hellenica, in twelve books, 
which ran from the origin of time to the battle of Mantinea (362 
B.C.), then he continued with two monographs entitled History of 
Philip and History of Alexander. From the few fragments, what 
emerges is a strongly adulatory attitude towards Alexander the 
Great. Anaximenes had been one of the king’s teachers and 
accompanied him on the expedition into Asia, specifically in his 
Capacity as a historian. Although he is named in the canon of the 
ten principal historians, it seems that he did not have much 
influence. 

Hegesias. Hegesias of Magnesia on the Sipylus, who lived in 


the first half of the third century, has likewise been mentioned 
above for his work as a rhetor. The ancients considered him to 
be one of the pioneers of the Asianist style. He was a prolific 
writer. Among the titles of his works we may recall the 
Encomium of Rhodes, The Philo-Athenians, Aspasia and Alcibiades 
(the nature of these works is not clear). He also wrote forensic 
or political speeches. We know nothing of his history of 
Alexander, but Dionysius of Halicarnassus cites a long section of 
it that is rich in epic echoes, for the purpose of deploring its 
taste and style. 

Potamon. Potamon of Mytilene, who lived in the first 
centuries B.C. and A.D., spent his final years at Rome as a 
teacher of rhetoric. The Suda lexicon records among his works 
On Alexander the Macedonian, Chronicle of the Samians, Encomia 
of Brutus and Caesar and On the Perfect Orator. 

The “antiquarian historians.” The term “antiquarian 
historians” refers to some authors whose work appears to be 
characterised by combining rhetorical and antiquarian history 
with long-standing genres such as the periplus (in this perhaps 
partly influenced by Callisthenes). Among these writers we may 
record: Menaechmus of Sicyon, to be placed perhaps at the end 
of the fourth century B.C., author of an erudite work on the 
Pythian victors, a history of Sicyon, a treatise on music and 
perhaps a work on bronze sculpture. Anticleides of Athens (third 
century B.C.), the first Athenian to write on Alexander, to whom 
a work on the antiquities of Delos and one on a mythological 
topic entitled Nosto/ are attributed. Aristus of Salamis, cited by 
Arrian as an author of histories of Alexander, who lived perhaps 
around 150 B.C. Finally, a papyrus from Oxyrhynchus (P.Oxy. XV 
1798) of the second century A.D. seems to preserve fragments 
of a history of Alexander of some length and provides some 
interesting details that are not otherwise known. 

The Alexander Romance. It remains to consider the so-called 
Alexander Romance, normally called the work of “Pseudo- 
Callisthenes” since in the manuscripts it is transmitted under 
the name of the first of the Alexander Historians. It is an account 
of the achievements of Alexander in which the literary aspect of 


narrative novel has definitively overwhelmed the 
historiographical aspect. It is nearly certain that it originated in 
the Alexandrian Period, but in the Imperial Period different 
versions came into being and circulated. In the form that we 
know it, the work was composed at a date after the second 
century A.D. and has survived in different recensions, derived 
from an epistolary novel (formed by fake letters supposedly sent 
to and from Alexander) with the addition of fantastic and 
encomiastic episodes drawn from the historiography on 
Alexander. 


1.4 Forms of historiography in the age of the Diadochi 


1.4.1 Histories of the Diadochi: Hieronymus of Cardia, Duris, 
Philarchus 


If we bear in mind the ideal of the “historical cycle,” in which the 
authors of historiography proceed steadily through the 
narration of events by continuing the work of their 
predecessors, after the Alexander Historians it is natural to find 
a group of authors who treated the following period, i.e. the age 
of the Diadochi of the first generation and their successors. 
Hieronymus. Hieronymus lived between 360 and 265 B.C., 
was born at Cardia on the Hellespont and was a friend and close 
collaborator of the Diadochus Eumenes of Cardia, a champion of 
the unity of the empire bequeathed by Alexander the Great. At 
the death of Eumenes (316 B.C.) Hieronymus moved into the 
service of his rival Antigonus Monophthalmos. When the latter 
too died at the battle of Ipsus (301 B.C.), Hieronymus remained 
loyal to the Antigonids and became a follower of Demetrius 
Poliorcetes. He wrote a history of the period after Alexander 
(The Events After Alexander is one of the transmitted titles of the 
work, along with History of the Diadochi, among others), 
beginning at 323 and continuing to the death of Pyrrhus (272 
B.C.). The narrative thus encompassed around fifty years and 
was probably preceded by an excursus on the early history of 


Macedonia, to provide the historical background to the events of 
323. He was the first Greek historian to treat Rome, the origins 
of which he recounted. Despite the judgement of Pausanias, 
from whom it seems that Hieronymus was characterised by a 
strongly courtly attitude towards the kings who were his 
patrons, his history was considered authoritative, to the extent 
that for those fifty years it was the main source of Diodorus, 
Arrian and Plutarch. Dionysius of Halicarnassus states that his 
style was dry and unadorned. 

Duris. Duris, whose family was originally from Samos but 
had been forced into exile, was born in Sicily after the mid- 
fourth century B.C. After returning to Samos around 300 B.C. he 
became its tyrant and held on to power for around twenty years. 
We do not know at what stage of life he was a pupil of the 
Peripatetic Theophrastus. He died around 270 B.C. A prolific and 
versatile author, Duris wrote works on various topics, of which 
only fragments remain: works of literary criticism (an interest in 
the interpretation of literary works was frequent among the 
Peripatetics), such as the Homeric Problems, On Tragedy, On 
Euripides and Sophocles; a Nepi vouwv (On Melodies) and a Nepi 
aywvwyv (On Competitions), both perhaps on musical topics; 
works of history of art, such as the treatises On Painting and On 
Toreutics. In the field of historiography, Duris was the author of 
a local chronicle of Samos (Zapiwv weot, Annals of Samos), a 
contribution to a rich tradition of histories of the island, which 
included a large number of episodic and anecdotal stories and a 
patriotism that elevated Samos above other cities, even at the 
expense of historical reality (the invention of the twenty-four 
letters of the alphabet was attributed to the Samians and it was 
maintained that Panyassis and Herodotus were from Samos). 
On the contemporary figure of the tyrant Agathocles of Syracuse 
(died 289 B.C.), an exceptional personality of great wickedness 
and boldness, he wrote the work History of Agathocles. This 
figure was the ideal subject for Duris’ concept of historiography, 
in which a prominent role was played by peripeteiai, the 
alternation of successes and defeats, scenes with a tragic 
flavour and emotive events. A fondness for the genre of 


biography, typical of Peripatetic circles, cannot have been 
foreign to this work. Duris’ main historical work was the 
Macedonica, which recounted the fortunes of the Macedonian 
monarchy from the death of Amyntas III (father of Philip and 
grandfather of Alexander) in 370, probably down to the battle of 
Corupedium (281 B.C.), and so encompassing the entire phase 
of the struggles of the Diadochi, with the formation and 
consolidation of the Hellenistic kingdoms that emerged from 
the splintering of Alexander’s conquests. It is wise to bear in 
mind that the few surviving fragments, which were mostly 
selected by a polemical tradition, may produce a 
disproportionate emphasis on certain aspects over other ones. 
Certainly there is a clear contradiction between Duris’ 
theoretical assumptions, which praised a faithful and meticulous 
search for the truth, and their realisation which, for the sake of 
making the story pleasant and attractive, gives much room to 
invented details. At any rate, beyond the consideration that he 
often chose to use good sources, in his favour is the fact that he 
was a witness to the period he was recounting, and at Samos, 
which was a window onto both Europe and Asia. 

Philarchus. We have very meagre biographical notices about 
Philarchus, who is traditionally said to have shared 
historiographical characteristics with Duris. His country of origin 
is uncertain (Athens, Naucratis or Sicyon), as is his date. 
According to the testimony of Polybius, he lived in the mid-third 
century. Recorded are various monographs on historical and 
mythological topics, as well as his Iotopiat (Historia) in 28 
books, which began with the invasion of the Peloponnese by 
Pyrrhus and ended with the death of Ptolemy III Euergetes, the 
accession to the throne by his son Ptolemy IV Philopator (who 
put to death the queen-mother Berenice) and the death of the 
Spartan Cleomenes (220/19). In this work the author revealed a 
particular interest in the history of the Peloponnese and of 
Ptolemaic Egypt. In the manner of Duris, Philarchus was fond of 
anecdote and the episodic event, with a predilection for 
dramatic content. We find in his fragments a tendency towards 
moral instruction through edifying stories, which was probably 


also influenced by contemporary philosophical conceptions 
(Stoicism and Cynicism). Again in line with Duris and with a 
historiography of Herodotean type, Philarchus exhibits curiosity 
about ethnography and a taste for the miraculous. All these 
traits attest a dominant influence from Theopompus and Duris, 
with the latter in particular being the inspiration of Philarchus’ 
preference for the tragic tale and for moving and sensational 
episodes, in a continuous search for facts that could rouse 
emotion. These choices, along with the frequent description of 
women’s psychology, led Polybius to call the Philarchean 
manner yuvatk@dec (“feminine”). 

Duris and Philarchus are regarded as exponents of the so- 
called dramatic or tragic historiography. A fragment of the first 
book of Duris’ Macedonica conveys significant elements of his 
literary and historiographic concept. He criticises the historians 
Ephorus and Theopompus for their lack of pipnots (i.e. the 
ability to imitate nature) and of nSovn €v t® ppdoat (i.e. a 
pleasing, graceful style). That is, he rebuked the historiographic 
school modelled on Isocratean rhetoric for its lack of the artistic 
imitation of life that produces enjoyment and pleasure. To this is 
added Polybius’ harsh criticism of Philarchus, whom he accused 
of representing the facts in a dramatic fashion in order to 
resonate in the imagination of the readers and so to provoke 
their emotional involvement. This polemic offers us good 
information about the characteristics of the historiography that 
Polybius rejected, even though we know well that he was 
transposing a primarily political disagreement onto a 
methodological level (on which, however, he had a good point). 
At any rate, the combination of these elements has led scholars 
to identify a real historiographic tradition, which is defined as 
“dramatic” or “tragic history.” It is traced to the Peripatetic 
school, maintaining that Duris (a pupil of Theophrastus) had 
tried to overcome the Aristotelian view that regarded poetry as 
superior to historiography (as we read in the Poetics: cf. The 
Classical Age XIII 3.5.3) by cancelling the distinction between the 
two genres and so making historiography a mimetic activity like 
poetry. This interpretation has today been abandoned and what 


is emphasised is rather that readers’ tastes moved the authors 
to try to capture their attention by expedients that would pique 
their interest and entertain them: this, then, was the reason for 
the lively and captivating scenes represented; the rich pathos in 
descriptions, with the goal of provoking strong emotions with 
tragic and sensational episodes; and the battle narratives, which 
yielded dramatic effects and grand narrative scenes. There was 
a search for whatever was strange and unusual, and great 
importance was accorded to the analysis of character and the 
description of the figures’ feelings, as also to anecdotes and 
love stories. All efforts were aimed at a vivid and pleasing 
narrative, preoccupied with attracting the readers by 
entertainment, rather than making them think and reflect on 
the great problems of politics and human life. However, there 
are no elements that support the idea that this constituted a 
real tradition, i.e. a tendency that could be isolated from the 
general picture of Hellenistic historiography. It is rather the case 
that we should think of these as choices made by certain 
authors, with every likelihood that they were influenced by the 
rhetoric of the period and were trying to meet the demands of 
tastes that were widespread. 


1.4.2 Local history 


The exploits of Alexander and the literature that they made 
possible included an adventurous aspect, linked to journeys to 
distant and unknown lands, which also translated into a rebirth 
of interest in and study of ethnography. On the other hand, the 
Hellenistic kingdoms promoted the knowledge and appreciation 
of the history and cultural traditions of their territories. It is 
probable that the writing of local history in various settings was 
requested or at least favoured by the reigning dynasties. This 
phenomenon is significant also in the fact that it intensified the 
cultural exchanges between the Greek world and the 
civilisations of Asia, opening up of an unusually broad political 
and cultural horizon. 


A disciple of Pyrrhon, the founder of Scepticism, Hecataeus 
of Abdera visited Egyptian Thebes under Ptolemy I (305-283 
B.C.). As well as a work on the Hyperboreans, he wrote the 
Aegyptiaca, which was the principal source of the description of 
Egypt that we read in Diodorus (I 10-98: the only complete 
report on Egypt that survives, aside from that of Herodotus). 
Diodorus shows us that the work was arranged into Egyptian 
cosmology and theology, geography, Egyptian kings, usages 
and customs. In Hecataeus’ work Egypt was strongly idealised, 
as a country that was exemplary in its customs and political 
institutions, the cradle and source of all civilisations, including 
that of Greece. 

Manetho, an Egyptian from Sebennytos (a city in the Nile 
delta) and a priest at Heliopolis under the first two Ptolemies 
(Ptolemy I: 305-283 B.C.; Ptolemy II: 283-246 B.C.), played an 
important role in the introduction of the cult of Serapis. He is a 
significant example of a non-Greek using the Greek language. 
His work Aegyptiaca was suggested to him by Ptolemy I], to 
whom it was dedicated. Its aim was to familiarise the Greeks 
with Egyptian civilisation and religion, probably as a 
counterpoint to the idealised and romanticised image that they 
had been given in the work of the same name by Hecataeus of 
Abdera, which had been published shortly before. The work, in 
three books, treated the mythical era and Egyptian history 
across thirty dynasties, drawing on Egyptian documentary 
material provided by annalistic works, king lists and learned 
chronicles. 

The author of a Babylonian History (or Chaldaica) in three 
books, Beros(s)us was priest of Bel-Marduk, the supreme god of 
the Babylonian pantheon, and was born (as he himself said) at 
the time of Alexander the Great. He too was thus a non-Greek 
using the Greek language. The work was dedicated to Antiochus 
I Soter (281-261 B.C.) and so was in line with the official politics 
of the Seleucid court. It began with an account of the origins of 
the world and ended with the death of Alexander the Great. The 
sources used by Beros(s)us were provided by local documents 
and traditions: comparison with Babylonian and Assyrian 


cuneiform texts shows that his account is generally reliable. His 
work conveyed to the Greeks important astronomical 
knowledge, although it seems that the report that he founded a 
school of astrology is baseless. 

An ethnographic work on India was composed by 
Megasthenes, a diplomat and historian, whom Alexander 
himself had appointed to a satrapy, which he governed until at 
least 316. He undertook diplomatic missions to India in the years 
302-291 and composed his Indica based on his personal 
experience. 


1.4.3 Sicilian historiography: Timaeus of Tauromenium 


Timaeus was born around 350 B.C. at Tauromenium, a city of 
which his father Andromachus was the founder (in 358) and 
tyrant. For reasons unknown to us, Timaeus was banished from 
Sicily by the tyrant Agathocles of Syracuse (some time between 
316 and 312) and he spent his exile at Athens. He himself says 
(fr. 34) that he remained there at least fifty years, though he 
may already have been in the city when his banishment was 
pronounced. At Athens, not being able to take an active part in 
politics, he devoted himself to studies with the Isocratean 
Philiscus of Miletus and to the composition of historiographical 
works. At an advanced age it became possible for him to return 
to Syracuse. He died aged almost a hundred around 260 B.C. 

Timaeus drew the criticisms of Polybius as a “desk-based” 
historian who wrote about topics of which he had no direct 
experience (as had also been said of Ephorus). The 
characterisation of Timaeus as a scholar devoted primarily to 
book-based research is confirmed by our information about the 
works he composed. 

The Olympionikai seem to have been a preliminary task for 
his principal historical work. It was not merely a revision of the 
similar work done by Hippias and Aristotle, but rather a new and 
very accurate synchronised record of the Olympic victors with 
other eponyms (ephors and kings of Sparta, archons of Athens, 


priestesses of Hera at Argos), which introduced the 
chronological system based on Olympiads, accepted for 
example by Eratosthenes (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2) and used 
by Polybius and Diodorus and which survived into the Late 
Antique Period. 

The Sikelikai historiai, divided by the author himself into 38 
books, ran from the mythical origins of Sicily to the death of 
Agathocles of Syracuse (289/8 B.C.). Timaeus maintained that 
there had been a continuous Greek presence in the West from 
the Mycenaean Age, with early foundations of poleis. This is a 
very different view from that of Antiochus of Syracuse (second 
half of fifth century B.C.), but it may have had a predecessor in 
Philistus (late fifth to first half of fourth century). The large 
number of preserved fragments, the wide use made of it by 
Diodorus for Sicilian history up to Agathocles (despite the 
problems of reconstruction that we have spoken of above: cf. 
above 1.1) and the polemical judgements on it expressed by 
Polybius allow us to gain a good idea of Timaeus’ work. 


Books I-V, also called tpokataoKeun (prokataskeué, 
“preparation”), contained a geography of the West and 
North and narrated mythical events, foundations of 
colonies and genealogies; links and synchronisms were 
established between Greek and western myths, thus laying 
the foundations for the creation of the myth of Rome’s 
origin from Aeneas. Then followed the history of Sicily 
prior to Agathocles (Books VI-XXxIII). The last five books 
(XXXIV-XXXVIII) took as their subject the events linked to 
the figures of Agathocles and Pyrrhus, down to the 
beginning of the First Punic War (264 B.C.); they were 
perhaps added to the previous books at a later stage. 


Unlike a Greek author such as Hieronymus of Cardia, who 
limited himself to narrating the origins of Rome, Timaeus 
followed the events down to 264, the year in which the first war 
against Carthage began. The event that will have drawn his 
attention to the history of Rome was probably the defeat 


suffered by Pyrrhus in 272 B.C. Southern Italy and Carthage 
were also taken into consideration and some excursuses gave 
an account of the situation in Greece. 

Notable in Timaeus is the simultaneous presence of some of 
the different approaches that can be identified in Hellenistic 
historiography. The ultimate aim that he attributes to his 
historical research is the truth (and even Polybius, despite his 
harsh criticism, acknowledges his chronological and 
documentary accuracy). However, this ideal goal is flouted in 
practice by the intrusion of a series of personal and subjective 
tendencies: patriotism, which does not stop even at clear 
distortion of the facts; deep hatred for tyrants, which leads him 
to present the figure of Agathocles of Syracuse in a grotesque 
manner (the distorted description of the tyrant and the 
surrender to pathos in the description of his victims are marks 
of a taste that did not disdain the search for effect and the use 
of rhetoric) and to express negative judgements on Hieron I and 
the two Dionysii; hatred of Carthage; the decision to completely 
invent speeches, which thus become purely theoretical 
exercises; a strongly critical attitude towards previous historians 
(above all Philistus); and a conception of history that leads him 
to see continuous divine interventions in historical events. 
Polybius explains many of Timaeus’ shortcomings by attributing 
them to his book-based erudition and lack of real political and 
military experience. As with Ephorus, for Timaeus too the work 
of writing history consisted essentially in the sifting of literary 
sources. 

It is very difficult to get an idea of Timaeus’ style, since for 
the most part we have only testimonia that do not reproduce his 
exact words. Dionysius of Halicarnassus did not spare him in the 
classicising condemnation of Hellenistic prose in general. Yet 
Cicero, who considered him a representative of Asianist prose 
(cf. The Hellenistic Age VII 2.1), called him “rich in ideas and vivid” 
and regarded his phrasing as “harmonious and elegant.” The 
fact that Timaeus’ work formed a point of reference is shown 
both by the large number of Greek and Roman authors who 
drew on him, and also by the polemics that he provoked from 


later historians such as Istrus, Polemon and Polybius. 
Contrasting judgements have been expressed on Timaeus also 
by modern historians, who have sometimes ascribed to hima 
rhetorical and propagandistic concept of history, in which the 
truth of the facts can be sacrificed to the demands of 
persuasion, sometimes a rhetorical taste that sought effects in 
order to move the emotions, yet at other times great scientific 
fastidiousness. It seems that in reality one may say that the 
different components coexisted in his work and this 
simultaneous presence of them needs to be taken into account 
when relying on the tradition derived from him. 


1.4.4 Historians and polymaths 


In this section we collect a small group of authors who devoted 
themselves to different literary and scholarly genres, including 
historiography or chronography, a genre closely linked to 
history since it concerns the chronological framework and 
dating criteria of events. 

The fame of Eratosthenes (third century B.C.), as we have 
seen, is linked above all to philological and scientific studies, 
which he was able to develop by drawing on the vast patrimony 
of books in the Library of Alexandria, of which he was director 
after Apollonius Rhodius. He composed a Chronographia in at 
least twelve books, from the Fall of Troy (dated to 1184/3) to the 
death of Alexander the Great, in which a fundamental role was 
played by fixing the chronology of historical events. An example 
of it is given by the Christian author Clement of Alexandria, who 
summarised the structure of the work as follows (Stromata I 138, 
1-3): “Eratosthenes wrote up the chronological timings in this 
way (toUs xpovouc Wde avaypayet): from the Fall of Troy to the 
return of the Heraclids, eighty years; from this event to the 
colonisation of Ionia, sixty years; the following events down to 
the government of Lycurgus, one hundred and fifty-nine years; 
down to the first year of the first Olympiad, one hundred and 
eight years...” A separate work was devoted to the victors in the 


Olympic Games (Olympionikai); their sequence, with the first 
Olympiad fixed in the year 776 (the first known victor, Coroebus 
of Elis, won on that date), was the basis of his chronological 
system, a choice that was followed by many subsequent 
historians. For the previous period he used the list of the 
Spartan kings. 

Agathocles of Cyzicus (a city on the Propontis) lived in the 
second half of the third and the first decade of the second 
century B.C. He spent part of his life in Alexandria, where he was 
a student of Zenodotus. There are indications that he also lived 
and worked in other cities (he may have been at Seleucia and 
have had connections with Pergamum). A historian, scholar and 
renowned grammarian, he treated local history (cf. above 1.4.2) 
in a work Mepi KuZikou (On Cyzicus). Agathocles maintained the 
theory that Aeneas came to Italy after the Fall of Troy (cf. 
previous section), a point needed to attest the Trojan origin of 
the Romans, which was a powerful propaganda tool. On this 
theory, which later became the official version of the origins of 
Rome, a genuine historical debate arose: as well as Agathocles, 
it was supported also by Hegesianax of Alexandria in the Troad 
(a historian, poet and grammarian of the second century B.C.), 
whereas it was rejected by the scholar and antiquarian 
Demetrius of Scepsis in the Troad, the author of a commentary 
on the Catalogue of the Trojans in the Iliad (second century B.C.). 

Agatharchides of Cnidus spent much of his life at Alexandria 
in the first half of the second century B.C., first as a 
schoolteacher and then as secretary to Heraclides Lembus, an 
influential courtier. Since he had free access to the royal archive, 
itis likely that he was a member of the Alexandrian Museum. 
Cited as his works are a History of Asia in ten books, perhaps 
down to the period of the Diadochi; a History of Europe in 49 
books, which included a detailed treatment of Greek and 
Macedonian history of the third century; and the ethnographic 
work On the Red Sea in five books, with which Agatharchides 
wished to provide a contribution to the geography and 
ethnography of the southern part of the world, which had been 
left out of the descriptions of previous authors. This last work 


also met a specific interest on the part of the Ptolemies in the 
commerce and natural history of this region. The sources used 
must have been the Royal Hypomnémata (the official reports of 
expeditions, published by the Ptolemaic court) and some 
eyewitness testimonia, especially those of merchants. 
Agatharchides also made use - often critical - of previous 
historians. 

Apollodorus of Athens (whom we discussed in the chapter 
on philology, cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.4) displayed a variety of 
interests comparable to those of Eratosthenes. He was born 
around 180 B.C. at Athens, where he studied with Diogenes of 
Babylon and then moved to Alexandria where he was a pupil of 
Aristarchus. He left the Egyptian city probably around 145/4 B.C. 
and settled at Pergamum before returning to Athens, where he 
died between 120 and 110. The Chronica, composed in iambic 
trimeters to ease memorisation, were dedicated to Attalus II, 
king of Pergamum (and so were completed after 144). They 
probably ran from the Fall of Troy (1184/3) to 144 B.C. They 
recorded not just political and military events, but also notices 
concerning philosophy, literature and art. The years were 
identified on the basis of the Attic archons. An appendix, added 
as a fourth book, extended the work to 120 or 110. Said to be 
based on Apollodorus is the Periégésis once falsely attributed to 
Scymnus of Chios (and hence known as Pseudo-Scymnus) but 
now ascribed to Pausanias of Damascus (second half of second 
century B.C.). However, this work of 980 lines falls far below the 
elegance of Apollodorus’ verse, which are often particularly deft 
and successful in inserting proper names into the metre. 


2 Polybius 


2.1 A Greek at Rome 


Polybius was born at Megalopolis in Arcadia in 205 B.C. (or 
between 202 and 200, according to others). His father Lycortas 
was a Statesman and leader of the Achaean Confederacy, which 


brought a large part of the Peloponnese (Achaea, Arcadia, the 
Argolid and other regions) into confederation, often in conflict 
with Sparta and Messenia. Polybius received a thorough 
education, as is shown by, among other things, the points of 
literary criticism present in his main work: for example, he once 
addresses a problem of Homeric exegesis (Book XXXIV) and 
elsewhere he cites expressions from Pindar and Hesiod. An 
influence from the Peripatos in his formation has been noted. 
He then began a military and political career, thanks to which he 
came into contact with the most important figures of the time. 
He admired Lydiadas, the tyrant of Megalopolis, Cleomenes III, 
king of Sparta, and the Arcadian Philopoemen, the stratégos of 
the Achaean Confederacy who pursued a shrewd policy that 
aimed to safeguard the Greek cities’ autonomy despite a 
fundamental alliance with Rome. Polybius had a significant 
career, soon becoming one of the most important figures in the 
Achaean Confederacy, and he took part in numerous military 
and diplomatic missions. One of these missions, in 190/89 B.C., 
provided the opportunity to establish an alliance with Rome: a 
contingent from the Confederacy was next to the Romans in the 
battle against the Galatians. On another occasion he was part of 
an embassy to Ptolemaic Alexandria together with his father. In 
169 he held the military office of hipparch (cavalry commander), 
the second most important position in the Confederacy. 

In 168 B.C., when the Roman victory at Pydna put an end to 
the Macedonian hegemony in Greece, the pro-Roman party was 
predominant in all the pol/eis of the Greek lands. Polybius and 
other representatives of the Achaean Confederacy who followed 
the line of Philopoemen had maintained a cautious and luke- 
warm attitude towards the Romans. Callicrates, a member of the 
Achaean Confederacy, denounced Polybius to the Roman 
authorities, accusing him and others of having flouted the 
commitments made to Rome and of having instead assisted the 
Macedonians. As a result of this accusation, Polybius was 
included among the thousand hostages who followed the victor, 
the consul Lucius Aemilius Paullus, in his triumph at Rome. 

At Rome Polybius enjoyed the friendship of Scipio 


Aemilianus and entered the political and cultural circle of the 
Scipiones, the powerful and prestigious family that numbered 
among its members the principal military commanders and 
officials of the Roman army and which in those years was 
becoming the key agent of the spread of Greek culture at Rome 
and the promoter of Philhellene cultural tendencies. The 
friendship of the Scipiones allowed Polybius to remain at Rome, 
whereas the majority of the hostages were dispersed to various 
cities of Etruria. Free from political duties and spurred by new 
intellectual stimuli, in this period Polybius probably collected 
material for his writings and reflected on the political experience 
that had put him in contact with the new hegemonic power by 
placing him at its very heart, namely the city of Rome. Polybius’ 
military competence cemented his relations with his principal 
protector. In the role of military counsellor, in 151 he 
accompanied Scipio Aemilianus on a journey to the Iberian 
peninsula and the next year followed him to North Africa and 
southern Gaul, then returning to Italy by the route travelled by 
Hannibal in the Second Punic War. 

Towards 150, thanks to pressure from influential 
compatriots from the Peloponnese and the personal 
intervention of Scipio Aemilianus, Polybius recovered his status 
of free person and left Italy. In the years immediately thereafter 
he was present at the military events that played the greatest 
role in establishing Rome's domination of the Mediterranean, 
namely the destruction of Carthage (Third Punic War: 149-146) 
and Corinth (146). He may have taken part in the final phase of 
the siege of Numantia in 134/3, alongside Scipio Aemilianus. 

When he returned with the latter to Rome, Polybius 
attempted to offer a final service to his Greek homeland by 
softening the anger of the Roman victors and seeking to 
convince the Greeks to accept the reality of Rome’s military 
superiority. The Romans had set up a commission charged with 
establishing a new settlement for Greece, but after the 
commission itself had left Greece Polybius was entrusted with 
the practical realisation of the new order that had been 
established. In carrying out this role, he gained the admiration 


of many cities, which set up statues in his honour. 

He died in his homeland at the age of 82 from a fall from his 
horse. The date of his death is fixed by the date accepted for his 
birth, and so the possible span runs from 123 to 118. 


2.2 The minor works 


As well as the Histories, which is Polybius’ principal work and the 
only one of which a significant part has been preserved, we 
should record some minor works that are now lost. They treated 
subjects which must have in some way flowed into the major 
historical work. The Life of Philopoemen in three books was an 
encomium of the great Achaean politician poisoned by the 
Messenians in 183 B.C. The Tactica were a sort of manual of 
military tactics. The work On the Inhabitability of the Equatorial 
Zone was on a geographical topic. With the historical 
monograph The Numantine War Polybius effectively continued 
the narrative of the Histories, which had ended at 144 B.C., down 
to 133, a date that marked, among other things, the end of the 
great political and social cohesion at Rome (which occurred 
following the politics of Tiberius Gracchus) that had strongly 
impressed Polybius. 


2.3 The Histories 


The composition of the Histories must have been drawn out over 
at least twenty years and they were published after the author’s 
death. The importance of the work lies, even more than in its 
value as a historiographical testimony of the first rank, in the 
fact that for the first time a Greek author took as the point of 
view and guiding thread of his historiography not the internal 
events of Greece but the steady and unstoppable consolidation 
of Rome’s military and political world power. 

Following a practice well established in Greek 
historiographical culture, Polybius’s Histories connected with the 
narrative of Timaeus of Tauromenium, which had stopped at 
264, the year in which the confrontation between Rome and 


Carthage began. Polybius states explicitly that he is picking up at 
the point where Timaeus stopped his account. His aim was to 
provide a general contemporary history that was open to the 
events in Greece, Asia, Italy and Libya, while still remaining 
focused on Rome as the fundamental point of view. His 
attention was focused essentially on political and military 
actions. This was thus a pragmatic historiography, which took as 
its model the work of Thucydides. Of the forty books of the final 
version, only Books I-V remain complete, while for the others we 
have extracts or brief passages. 

Most of the Histories must have been published only after 
the author's death, but Polybius had probably already made 
some books public, perhaps the first four or five. There is a 
theory that there was an edition of Books I-XXIX that went back 
to the years 160-130 B.C.: Polybius would then have intervened 
in his text again with additions and expansions and would have 
composed the rest of the work after 129. The expansion of the 
Original plan has indeed had the result that some anachronisms 
remain, such as many passages that presuppose the existence 
of Carthage, the composition of which must evidently go back to 
a period prior to the destruction of the city in 146 B.C. 

Books I-V are preserved in 22 manuscripts of the medieval 
and Renaissance Period. From Book VI to XVIII, on the other 
hand, we have extracts of varying length transmitted by around 
fifty manuscripts. Other passages from the work, namely 
extracts from Books I-XXIX, are preserved in the so-called 
Excerpta Constantiniana, an anthology of historical works that 
was compiled on the order of the Byzantine emperor 
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus around the mid-tenth century 
A.D. Citations contained in lexica and compilations of the 
Byzantine Period preserve other short passages. Our knowledge 
of a large part of the work has hence been subject to criteria of 
epitomisation and anthologisation by scholars and students of 
the Late Antique or Byzantine Period, who were often moved by 
didactic aims. This is why what is preserved from Polybius’ work 
includes many biographical and moral portraits of great 
historical figures and digressions on geographical or military 


topics. 

The proemium. Polybius presents as the subject of his work 
the roughly fifty years in which the whole world passed under 
the rule of a single power, Rome. After a summary of historical 
facts that occurred in the period roughly from 264 to 220 B.C., 
the true historical reconstruction begins with the run-up to and 
events of the Second Punic War (218-202 B.C.). For this reason, it 
is believed that at first Polybius had planned to stop the work at 
168 B.C., the date of the battle of Pydna, which marked the end 
of the centuries-old hegemony of Macedonia and its fall into the 
hands of Rome (he in fact states with precision in I 1: “in less 
than fifty-three years”). In reality, during the composition of the 
work, the material must have grown, leading the author to make 
an expansion that extended the chronological limit to 144 B.C., 
two years after the destruction of Carthage and the capture of 
Corinth (Books XXX-XL). Finally, the monograph on the 
Numantine War, mentioned above, can be considered another 
expansion, down to the year 133. 


Books I-V. As already noted, these are the only books that 
have survived entire. Polybius himself calls Books I-II a 
prokataskeué, i.e. a kind of “preparation” or “introduction,” 
like Book I of Thucydides’ history, whose influence is 
apparent. They contain an exposition of the 
methodological principles and a statement of the subject 
of the work, followed by a summary reconstruction of the 
events concerning Italy and Greece in the years 264-220 
B.C., i.e. from the start of the First Punic War in 264 to the 
years immediately before the Hannibalic War, which began 
in 218. The subject of Books III-V is the events that 
occurred in Italy and Greece until the Battle of Cannae (216 
B.C.), in which Rome suffered one of the most resounding 
and dramatic defeats in its history at the hands of 
Hannibal. Here follows a summary of the content of these 
five books: 


Book I. After some chapters that justify the decision to 
present the Roman point of view (the greatness of Roman 
domination) and provide some necessary methodological 


preliminaries (pragmatic and universal history), we find an 
excursus on the Roman expansion in Italy until the brink of 
the First Punic War. A certain amount of room is given to 
the hostilities with Carthage in Sicily, where Rome took the 
opportunity to intervene by claiming internal problems in 
the city of Messana as its pretext. At this point there is a 
short summary of the period that will be addressed in the 
first two books: the author states that he has decided to 
narrate the First Punic War, since the two historians who 
had addressed it, Philinus of Acragas and Fabius Pictor, 
lacked objectivity (the one was too pro-Carthaginian, the 
other too pro-Roman) and had left a narrative that was not 
truthful. The account continues with the Roman 
intervention in Sicily, the capture of Acragas and the naval 
victory of Gaius Duilius at Mylae against Carthage (260), 
which marks the start of open conflict between the two 
powers and of the Roman occupation of Sicily. There 
follows the account of the Roman landing in Africa and 
their military engagements, up to the decisive victory over 
the Carthaginian fleet at the Egadi Islands and the 
surrender of Carthage. The final chapters of the book are 
on various rebellions of peoples subject to Carthage that 
occurred after the defeat. 


Book II. This book contains a summary report of the 
historical events in the twenty years after the First Punic 
War, which ended in 241. The account of the Carthaginian 
military operations in Spain is interwoven with that on the 
Roman expedition to Illyria and the conflicts to which the 
Romans subjected the Gaulish population in order to 
control the plains of the Po, or Cisalpine Gaul. The author 
gives quite a detailed description of the plains of the Po, 
with a digression that gives precise geographical, 
economic and ethnographic details. There follows a history 
of the Gaulish invasions into Italy and Cisalpine Gaul down 
to 221 B.C. The second part of the book (chapters 37-70) is 
on the history of the Achaean Confederacy, which prompts 
the author to make specific criticisms of the presentation 
of these events as expounded by Philarchus (for his 
misuse of effects of pathos, his failure to recognise the real 
causes of events, his political factiousness and various 


mistakes). 


Book III. This has as its subject the Second Punic War or 
Hannibalic War (218-202 B.C.). We thus arrive at the heart 
of Polybius’ historical reconstruction: this “second 
beginning” of the work is emphasised by some general 
considerations, developed in the first chapters, concerning 
the author's goals and the plan of the research conducted. 
Then the problem of the causes of the war are addressed, 
dwelling on the distinction between causes, pretexts and 
beginnings, with examples. He then moves on to the 
account of the conflict, with Hannibal's capture of 
Saguntum in Spain in 219 B.C. (an excursus discusses the 
ancient treaties between Rome and Carthage, providing 
their text and commenting on it), which constituted the 
casus belli. After a Roman embassy to Carthage with 
requests that amount to an ultimatum, war is declared; we 
have the march of the Carthaginians to Italy and the other 
events as far as the battle of Lake Trasimene (217). The 
book ends with the account of operations in Italy and of 
the terrible Roman defeat at Cannae (216). 


Book IV. This book is set entirely in Greece and is devoted 
to the so-called Social War (220-217), in which the Achaeo- 
Macedonian coalition, the Achaean Confederacy, took 
sides against the Aetolian Confederacy in various theatres 
of operations: the Peloponnese, Rhodes and Byzantium, 
Epirus, Achaea, Aetolia, Elis and so on. There are also 
sizeable digressions, such as a geographical one on 
Byzantium and the Pontus Euxinus or those on the 
influence of music in Arcadia and the wealth of Elis. 


Book V. The first 30 chapters of Book V contain the 
remainder of the Social War. The central part of the book is 
constituted by the account of the war fought by Ptolemy IV 
and Antiochus III for possession of Coele Syria (219-217 
B.C.). After a digression on the earthquake at Rhodes and 
on Greek solidarity with the stricken city, we have the 
narration of the final phases of the Social War, which was 
ended by the Peace of Naupactus. The book closes with a 
picture of the situation in Greece and the East, an account 
of other peripheral military events and the announcement 


of the transition to the theme of the institutions of Rome. 


Books VI-XL. As we have seen, the books of the Histories 
after Book V have not survived whole. We have only 
extracts and fragments of them that have reached us 
indirectly. The surviving parts are more extensive for 
Books VI-XVIII and more meagre for the subsequent ones. 


Book VI was of key importance in the organisation of the 
work. It examined the institutional order of Rome, with an 
analytical description of how the state was structured, 
accompanied by general reflections on political philosophy 
(which we will discuss further below). So far as we can 
reconstruct it, Polybius presented in the first chapters (3- 
10) the classification of the different forms of state, linked 
to each other by a cyclical progress demonstrated by the 
examples of Rome and Lycurgus. A sketch of the early 
history of Rome preceded the description of the city’s 
political (11-18) and military institutions (19-42). The 
picture thus drawn is compared to other regimes, 
especially that of Carthage (43-56). 


In the remainder of the work, Books VII-XL, the narrative 
proceeded on an annalistic basis, except in a few cases 
where the author preferred not to break up events that 
were closely interconnected, in which case the unit of the 
year is exceeded. The temporal structure is based on the 
succession of Olympiads, but made more precise by 
reference to the natural cycle of the seasons, Roman 
consulates, the strategiai of the Aetolian, Achaean and 
Boeotian Confederacies and Rhodian prytanies. The 
geopolitical setting remains that set out in the first part, 
i.e. the events in West and East. Each book contains the 
events of one Olympiad or half-Olympiad, i.e. a period of 
four or two years respectively; however, certain 
particularly eventful years take up a whole book. Among 
the most striking characteristics of Books VII-XL, which (we 
repeat this once again) have come down to us in the form 
of epitomes or anthologies, if not entirely as fragments, we 
again note deeper reflections on historical method. Book 
VIII contains, among other things, a specific criticism of the 
monographic form employed in the historiographical 


sphere and a long polemical digression against 
Theopompus. An attack on the monograph form returns in 
Book XXIX, where it is said that authors of monographs are 
led to inflate their own material. Book IX opens with a 
restatement of the superiority of pragmatic 
historiography, which aims to be useful to politicians, over 
traditional accounts of genealogies and foundations, the 
purpose of which is principally enjoyment. In Book XII 
Polybius aims harsh criticisms at Timaeus (we will return to 
this), reproaching him for an incorrect methodological 
approach and specific errors. Other passages (evidently 
selected in the work of epitomisation) have preserved for 
us Polybius’ account of crucial moments in Greek and 
Roman history, such as the appearance on the scene of 
two outstanding men, Scipio at Rome and Philopoemen in 
Greece (in Book X, concerning the years 210/9-209/8) or 
the closing events of the Second Punic War down to the 
decisive battle of Zama (203/2 B.C., at the start of Book XV). 


2.4 Polybius’ sources 


For past events to which he was not a witness, Polybius used the 
historical reconstructions of previous authors, about some of 
whom he had critical reservations in general or in detail. In 
particular, the sources for the history of Hannibal were 
necessarily writings by his predecessors, either from the 
Carthaginian side or the Roman one. His own contemporary 
times involved events to which he was witness or had 
experienced himself; the close link to some of the most 
authoritative members of the Roman aristocracy must have 
given him a chance to gain a rich yield of firsthand information; 
he also used contemporary historians such as C. Acilius, A. 
Postumius Albinus and Cato. Polybius also consulted archival 
sources, for example for the well documented reconstruction of 
the treaties between Rome and Carthage. Further, one cannot 
underestimate the role that must have been played by oral 
reports that he was able to collect, bearing in mind also the 
many journeys he undertook to learn about the theatres of war 


that he was preparing to describe. The need to have direct 
knowledge of the physical context of events is one of his 
precepts. 

Book-knowledge and direct experience (including through 
the military activity he conducted in the Achaean Confederacy) 
are the origin of Polybius’ interest in and accuracy about the 
aspects linked to topography and geography. Much room, and 
hence much importance, is given to excursuses about 
geography (for example on Italy, II 14-17; on Arcadia, IV 20 ff.; 
on the Black Sea region, IV 38-44) and topography (Leontini, VII 
6; Acragas, IX 27; Alexandria, XXXIV 12; New Carthage, X 9-11). 
This interest is explained by the author himself as being due to 
the need for direct observation of events or at least of their 
scene. The whole of Book XXXIV was dedicated to the discussion 
of geographical questions: he rejected the description by 
Pytheas of Massalia and the mathematical and astronomical 
measurements of the Earth carried out by Eratosthenes. 


2.5 Polybius’ conception of history and historiography 


We have seen how on many occasions in his work Polybius 
turned to discussion on historiographical method and expressed 
positions that indicate a personal theory of history. The ideas 
that he set out must have been the fruit of deep reflection made 
at different times, before and during the composition of his 
work, which gradually flowed into it as he clarified his thoughts. 
For this reason, in the Histories we do not find a systematic 
theoretical treatment of history, but rather a group of scattered 
reflections at different points in the work. Nonetheless we can 
identify some principles, which reveal a substantial consistency 
in his thinking. 

In the excursus in Book VI on the Roman constitution and 
the forms of government, two theories can be identified, for 
which we know of various precedents in Greek political and 
philosophical thought: that there is a periodic change in 
constitutions, in which one type degenerates into another; and 
the idea of the mixed constitution, which guarantees an 


equilibrium between different powers through a balanced 
combination of monarchical, aristocratic and democratic 
elements. Polybius saw the constitution of Rome as the 
realisation of the mixed form of government and he saw this 
factor as the reason for the success and longevity of Roman 
power. In what remains of Book VI, however, we can detect later 
additions, which play down this positive assessment of the 
Roman constitution, introducing pessimistic thoughts about the 
city’s future development. These less enthusiastic notes should 
probably be traced to Polybius’ direct experience of the crisis 
that the Republic entered during the social conflicts linked to the 
Gracchan reforms. 

Polybius’ analysis is not entirely original and reworks Plato 
and above all Books II-III of Aristotle’s Politics, which the 
historian follows both in the classification of different types of 
constitutional form or politeia, and also in the description of the 
ways in which they degenerate from one into the other (though 
this idea can be found already in Herodotus). Aside from Plato, 
all the authors cited by Polybius on this topic belong to the 
Peripatetic tradition. The idea of the mixed constitution and its 
excellence goes back at least to Thucydides (VIII 97, 1-2) and it 
too is found in Plato. 

Polybius’ original contribution to the theoretical picture 
described above probably consists in the idea (perhaps derived 
from a late Pythagorean concept) of the GvaKUKAWOLG 
(anakyklosis), or cyclical return of the same forms of constitution, 
a consequence of the successive transition from one to the 
other. This vision - that there is a repetitive character to the 
natural dialectic between regimes - enjoyed much success in 
Renaissance political theory. The constitution of Rome, too, 
despite its excellence, was in the end embroiled in the general 
idea of cyclical transformation. Polybius’ analysis thus holds an 
inevitable prediction of the decay of the Roman constitution, 
which would not be able to escape the ineluctable law of 
anakyklosis. In this sense, a Suggestively symbolic value was 
assumed by the episode in Book XXXVIII in which Scipio, facing 
the dramatic spectacle of Carthage burning, foresaw the end of 


Rome. 

There are numerous passages that indicate the goal of 
historiography as the exposition of truth (I 14, 6; II 56; XII 26b, 4; 
XVI 14 ff.). This statement of the need to reconstruct truthfully, 
which might seem obvious and a matter of course for a modern 
reader, is in reality an element that distinguishes Polybius’ 
thought from some forms of historiography of the period. We 
have seen in the previous chapter how a mimetic type of 
historiography became established, which, devoted entirely to 
the pursuit of the story’s dramatic effect, for that purpose often 
ended up by falsifying reality (Duris and Philarchus). Beginning 
from different assumptions, the historiography of Timaeus too, 
with the characteristics that we have noted, produced 
distortions of the historical truth (for example, Polybius criticises 
Timaeus for inventing speeches from scratch: XII 25a). 

One of the first consequences of this scruple about 
truthfulness is the great importance given to finding the causes 
in which historical facts originate and which determine their 
course. Thucydides had distinguished between accidental 
causes, aitiat (aitiai), and the true reason, GdAn8eotatn 
TIpOMaotc (aléthestaté prophasis), of the events, but without 
applying this terminology rigidly and sometimes using the term 
TIpoMdoetc (prophaseis) to indicate the accidental causes. In the 
footsteps of other authors, Polybius rigorously adopts 
Thucydides’ terminology from the “methodological” chapter 
(Thucydides I 23) and accuses the other historians of not having 
properly understood or correctly used the threefold distinction 
between prophasis, aitia and apyr tob ToAEpOUu (i.e. the casus 
belli: this last concept recurs in Thucydides I 118, 2). Linked to 
the problem of historical causes is the analysis of the causal 
relation between the development of a state and its 
constitutional arrangement. From this idea derives the thesis 
that the expansion of Rome was due to the excellence of the 
mixed constitution. Within the problem of causes, much 
attention is paid also to the motives and objectives that inspired 
the actions of political leaders. By this route the biographical 
element enters historiography. 


Much space is given to the incidence of tyché (tuxn: 
“chance”) in determining events. In Polybius’ work different 
conceptions of tyché are interwoven, with it at times seen as a 
kind of providential ruler of the world, at times as an entity 
“jealous” of human prosperity (in the manner of the traditional 
Olympian gods), at times as an irrational force that limits, 
sometimes dramatically, the space for a rational understanding 
of the historical process. The importance given by Polybius to 
the role of tyché is a sign of the essentially agnostic sentiment 
that underlies his thought. To this almost hypostasizing religious 
vision of chance, he sets up as a counterpoint the idea that 
official religion is in fact an invention by the ruling power in 
order to govern the masses better and to condition their 
outlook. 

In the fundamental aspects of his thought, Polybius picks up 
motifs and lines of thinking from Thucydides, who turns out to 
be his model of thought and of historical and political analysis. 
The idea that the aim of historiography ought to be truth gives 
rise also to a rigidly utilitarian concept of it. Knowledge and 
understanding of history are useful in the present moment for 
people and, in particular, for politicians. The historian’s goal is 
therefore to collect and point out the important experiences 
concealed in the events. This vision often leads Polybius to 
adopt a very marked didactic attitude and to intervene with 
observations and comments in the course of his narration of the 
facts, rather than being content to let them speak for 
themselves. Providing specific knowledge to other politicians is 
the goal, ruling out any intention to provide pleasure or 
enjoyment as goals in themselves. Historiography thus returns 
to choosing as its exclusive theme a major contemporary 
problem, a major event of the present day, which makes 
possible a direct and precise knowledge of the decisive factors in 
history. This utilitarian end implies also a pragmatic conception, 
in which the historian’s attention is essentially turned toward 
political and military events, to the actions of peoples, cities and 
royal dynasties, unlike the enjoyable genealogical histories of 
the mythical era and of traditional themes such as colonisations, 


foundations of cities and family relations among dynasties 
(introduction to Book IX). The historian must carry out a detailed 
study of the sources; acquire precise knowledge of geography 
and topography; and have direct political and military 
experience (XII 25 ff.). Polybius considers very important this last 
requirement, which is not met by “desk-bound” historians such 
as Ephorus, Theopompus and particularly Timaeus. In Book XII 
Polybius collects some errors by Timaeus about Africa, Sardinia, 
Italy and Sicily, also discussing the criticisms that Timaeus had 
made of other authors and castigating his method. It cannot be 
denied that many of these criticisms have little or no foundation. 
It is a fact that Polybius aimed to discredit Timaeus, who was the 
most important Greek historian to have concerned himself with 
the West and Rome, and he wanted to make very clear his own 
superiority as a literary figure and as a man moulded by political 
and military experience. 

Polybius aimed to write a history that would have universal 
range and significance, i.e. one that gave an account of events 
concerning the whole known world, following the form adopted 
by Ephorus (the only historian whom Polybius credits as his 
predecessor in the field of universal history). And he knew very 
well that his theme met this requirement, since the Roman 
hegemony represented as never before the achievement of 
unity across the entire known world. He understood very well 
that the Roman point of view offered him a unitary vision of 
universal history and allowed him, in his capacity as historian, to 
overcome the varied complexity of the facts in order to see and 
show their deep causal chains. We know that in the time of 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus there was debate on the value of 
different ways of organising narratives and Dionysius castigated 
Thucydides on the ground that his annalistic procedure had 
fragmented the episodes. The annalistic scheme subdivided by 
seasons was even more inadequate for a history that 
encompassed events of the entire inhabited world. For this 
reason, Ephorus had chosen a narration kata yévoe (i.e. 
“thematically organised”), whereas Polybius evidently remained 
tied to the Thucydidean model. 


Various passages (I 3, 3 ff.; III 32; VII 7; VIII 4; XXIX 12) 
examine the relation between universal history and 
monographic writing and, as we have seen, the latter is harshly 
criticised. In fact, the prokataskeué of Books I-II goes through 
the events in grand scenes. A truly universal vision of the 
historical panorama is adopted by Polybius for the facts after 
220, beginning from Book III. The universal unity of the events 
after this date is ensured by the ascent of Rome, which imposes 
itself as a unifying factor. In other words, the rise of Rome to 
hegemonic power over the whole Mediterranean world makes a 
treatment of individual episodes in independent monographs 
inadequate and unsatisfying. 

We have seen a number of times how Polybius in the 
Histories aims strong criticisms at his predecessors, to a degree 
that is not paralleled in what we know of ancient historiographic 
literature. As well as polemic against Philarchus, the most brash 
example is offered by the repeated rancorous attacks on 
Timaeus. Despite all these polemics, Polybius himself is in fact 
doing no more than retrace the path already pioneered by 
Thucydides and continued by other, later historians. Thucydides 
had identified the epochal importance of one event (the 
Peloponnesian War; in the case of Polybius, the imperialistic 
expansion of Rome) which serves as a unifying pole to which the 
other events are firmly connected. Thucydides’ insight was 
followed up by the authors of Hellenica, who organised the 
narrative of Greek history around the current hegemonic power 
in each period. After Athens, it was the turn of Sparta, Thebes 
and Macedonia. The Philippica of Theopompus, so harshly 
attacked by Polybius, far from being a monograph on one sector 
of events as accused, in fact identify Philip of Macedon as the 
fulcrum of the general historical situation of the time. Polybius’ 
barbs are fully justified, however, when he criticises 
contemporary historiography, from which he is sharply 
distinguished by achieving a rigorous return to the 
methodological model of Thucydides. 

To what extent was Polybius’ strong insistence on 
historiographical truth reflected in his actual practice? In reality 


his serious urge towards objectivity and impartiality ran up 
against some specific, and perhaps inevitable, limits of the 
author. In first place is Polybius’ patriotism, which led him to 
give his homeland an excessively large space within the 
universal framework of the Histories. Further, Polybius was by no 
means a stranger to political passion. For example, when he 
harshly casts criticisms at Philarchus, he certainly is not just 
doing so, as he would like us to believe, for reasons of method, 
but on account of differences in opinion on events involving the 
Achaean Confederacy. We can see that many attacks on 
previous historians are the result of a superficial or misleading 
reading of their accounts, or they are better explained in 
political differences. Despite sincere efforts towards impartiality, 
in the narrative of the encounter with the Carthaginians 
Polybius’ pro-Roman sympathies are clear, as can easily be 
explained by his close personal relations with the Scipiones and 
his general admiration for Roman power. The tendency to pro- 
Roman partisanship is found for example in the narrative of the 
background to the First Punic War. He criticises the exposition of 
the historian Philinus of Acragas on the ground that it is too pro- 
Punic and that of Fabius Pictor for being too pro-Roman, but 
ultimately follows the latter. At the level of method, too, Polybius 
sometimes commits errors similar to those that he castigates in 
others, revealing a certain incoherence. For example, while he in 
theory demands the direct reproduction of speeches or at least 
of their content, in fact he himself ends up making his historical 
figures say whatever the situation demands, in the manner of 
Thucydides. 


2.6 Language and style 


The language used by Polybius is the Hellenistic koiné, close to 
the language of the chancelleries, with which it in fact has some 
affinity. It is Attic in its grammar, but less Attic in lexicon and 
syntax, which are those of the koiné. As well as these aspects, 
there are also effects from a pronounced Graeco-Roman 
bilingualism. At the level of style, his historical account is 


weighed down by prolix methodological reflections, jumps 
forward or back in the flow of the narrative, a certain solemn 
pomposity and didactic tone in his expression. Often he gives 
the impression of not being particularly careful and of not 
ranking rhetorical embellishments highly, even though there is 
no lack of rhetorical figures, poetic vocabulary and quotations 
from poets in his work; he also makes efforts to avoid hiatus. 
The intolerant judgement that the Atticists passed on Polybius’ 
style (Dionysius of Halicarnassus, De compositione verborum 4, 
30) was generally the case in relation to the prose of the 
Hellenistic Age. 


3 Historiography after Polybius 


3.1 Posidonius of Apamea 


The figure of Posidonius (135-51 B.C.), together with that of his 
teacher Panaetius, is associated primarily with his role as an 
exponent of the Stoic school in the phase known as the “Middle 
Stoa” (cf. The Hellenistic Age V 4.4). His extensive output, the 
product of a very wide culture and great intellectual gifts, 
covered all fields of knowledge. No complete works have 
survived, but we have many titles and a generous series of 
fragments. In the present chapter we will limit ourselves to 
discussing his works on historical topics. 

Born at Apamea on the River Orontes (Syria) around 135 
B.C., Posidonius was a pupil of the Stoic Panaetius at Athens at 
around eighteen years of age. He made some journeys for study 
purposes and finally settled at Rhodes, where he opened his 
own school, which was sought out by major Roman figures such 
as Pompey and Cicero. In 87/6 he went to Rome as ambassador 
of the Rhodians, where he met Marius, by now elderly and ina 
bad way. Posidonius died around 51 B.C., perhaps during 
another stay in Rome. 

The Histories after Polybius continued Polybius’ work, 
covering the period 144-86, i.e. down to the year of Marius’ 


death. The work was used by Diodorus in his Books XXXII- 
XXXVII, by Strabo and by Athenaeus, so modern scholars try to 
reconstruct its content from the hints that can be detected in 
these authors. This was followed by the Histories on Pompey, 
which must have come down as far as 59 B.C. It seems that 
these two works combined geographical and ethnographical 
interests (which are expressed in the attention given to 
barbarian peoples and the problems of slavery) with the rigour 
of historiographical method inspired by Thucydides. In these 
works, Posidonius included the knowledge he had gained in the 
course of voyages that took him to the land of the Ligurians, in 
southern Gaul, to Spain, North Africa, Sicily, Italy and the Adriatic 
region. Cicero (as we know from a letter to Atticus, dated to June 
60) would have liked Posidonius to write a historical work on his 
consulate of 63 B.C. (of the kind that he had dedicated to 
Pompey) and for this reason he sent him a hypomnéma about 
the events that occurred during it. But Posidonius refused, 
saying that his reading of the hypomnéma had made him even 
less inclined to consider a work on this subject. 

Posidonius believed that humanity was undergoing a 
progressive decadence, which was particularly detectable in the 
eastern world; he set up as counterpoint to the Roman world’s 
simplicity, justice and religiosity, characteristics that for him 
justified Rome’s rule. In the Roman world too, however, after 
the destruction of the Carthaginian enemy in 146 B.C., its moral 
fibre had been sapped and troubling cracks had appeared. 
Posidonius, with decided oligarchic tendencies, expressed a 
highly critical judgement of the values of Roman society after 
the destruction of Carthage, which according to him was headed 
on the road to grave decline. He did not question the legitimacy 
of the conquests or rule of Rome, admittedly: his critique was 
aimed rather at the ways and forms in which the Romans 
exercised power. The problems of poor governance were 
manifest above all in the administration of the provinces, 
something that anyone who was not born at Rome or did not 
live there could learn at first hand. The moral and political 
decline of the ruling class and consequently of the structure of 


the state was clearly perceived. He located the causes in the lust 
for power and riches, arrogance and excessive luxury. Yet the 
idea that the symptoms of decline might be due to moral 
reasons both public and private did not prevent him from 
thoroughly analysing the profound changes brought about by 
the enormous expansion of Rome’s rule, including social 
changes at various levels and changes in culture and mentality. 
In the past there was a tendency to overestimate the role of 
Posidonius, but it is undeniable that his influence on the 
historical concepts of Sallust and Tacitus were of great 
importance. 


3.2 Diodorus Siculus 


Our information on Diodorus’ life is derived in essence from the 
little that he himself says about it, in particular in the general 
introduction to his work. He was born perhaps around 90 B.C. at 
Agyrion, in inland Sicily not far from Enna, and lived to around 
30 B.C. (his work makes no mention of the victory of Augustus at 
Actium in 31 B.C.). He himself tells us that the writing of his 
historical work occupied him for thirty years and that in doing so 
he travelled a lot in Europe and Asia and spent time at Rome. We 
do not know his family background but from various hints it 
seems that he had a liberal education that gave him a 
knowledge of rhetoric, the poets and philosophical literature, 
despite the fact that he does not seem much inclined toward 
speculative thought. His religiosity is revealed in his appeals to 
respect the gods and his records of the punishments that befell 
the impious. However, he also seems to be open to the rational 
explanations of religion known as “Euhemerism.” 

This term derives from the name of Euhemerus of Messana, 
who lived in the fourth and third century B.C. and advocated a 
rational interpretation of religion. He wrote a work entitled 
Sacred Scripture, in which he recounted a voyage that he had 
made into the East, where on an island he had found an 
inscription that told of the actions of the ancient kings of that 
place, whose names were Uranus, Cronus and Zeus, who had 


been divinised and worshipped as gods on account of their 
achievements and good deeds. The idea seems to have been 
inspired by the wish to legitimise the divinisation of the 
Hellenistic kings, but it gave rise to an “ideological” orientation 
that utilised this mechanism in order to give a rationalist 
explanation of religious beliefs. 

Diodorus seems to be practically untouched by the debate 
that developed over the legitimacy of Roman power, the way it 
was exercised and the elements of decadence that beset Roman 
society. His work, the Library of History, is a grand compilation 
with the aim of setting out in an organised way the whole 
history of the world from its origins to the conquest of Britannia 
by Caesar (54 B.C.). The author himself lays out the main lines of 
his work when he presents (I 4, 6) the organisation of the 
material in its 40 books. Entirely preserved are Books I-V and XI- 
XX; of the others we have fragments and a series of extracts (the 
latter produced by order of the Byzantine emperor Constantine 
VII Porphyrogenitus, as we saw also in the case of Polybius). The 
following, in summary, is the content of the work: 


Books I-VI were on the origin of the world and the 
mythical events prior to the Trojan War for which it is not 
possible to construct a precise chronological framework. 
The first three books narrate the traditions of “barbarian” 
peoples (Egyptians, Assyrians and Medes, Indians, 
Scythians, Amazons, Hyperboreans, Arabs, inhabitants of 
the Islands of the Blest, Ethiopians, Ichthyophagi; then a 
series of myths on Uranus, Cybele, Cronus, Dionysus, 
Ammon and their ventures in the East); then Books IV-VI 
set out myths concerning Greek peoples (Book VI is lost: it 
seems that influence from the rationalism of Euhemerus 
was important in it). 


Books VII-XVII set out the events that occurred from the 
Trojan War to the death of Alexander of Macedon, 
according to the chronology of Eratosthenes and of 
Apollodorus of Athens. Book VIII perhaps began with the 
first Olympiad (776 B.C.), from which point the narration 
became annalistic, switching between events in Greece, 


Sicily and Rome. Books XI-XV relate Greek history from the 
expedition of Xerxes (480 B.C.) to the rise of Philip II of 
Macedon (360 B.C.); Philip is the subject of Book XVI, while 
Book XVII is on Alexander the Great. In this section Roman 
history remains rather overshadowed. 


Books XVIII-XL had as subject the history of the Hellenistic 
Age, down to the Gallic Wars of Caesar. Much importance 
is given to the histories of the Diadochi and to Sicilian 
events (above all to the reign of Agathocles). Only with 
Book XXII, where the history of Pyrrhus is narrated, did 
Rome take on importance, becoming the centre of the 
narrative in the following books, which are on the First 
(XXIII-XXIV) and Second (XXVI-XXVII) Punic War. The final 
part of the work is on Caesar, down to the conquest of 
Britannia (54 B.C.). 


After a process of collecting material that one may imagine was 
long and complex, the writing of the work seems to have taken 
place following the chronological sequence of the periods 
treated. Each book has a prologue and conclusion, making its 
unity clear to the reader, even where the length is considerable. 
The prefaces and conclusions underline the division into books 
with clear indications, recalling what went before and 
announcing what will follow, often accompanied by some 
general reflection. The exposition has an annalistic structure 
and Diodorus is well aware that this often disrupts the narration 
of events that were spread out over multiple years. Much 
attention is given to chronology (excepting the mythical period): 
beginning from the Fall of Troy, Diodorus avowedly follows the 
chronology of Apollodorus of Athens, but we do not know if he 
adopted an annalistic style of exposition already from the fall of 
Troy to the first Olympiad. The succession of Olympiads forms 
the basic chronological scheme, into which were inserted the 
dates provided by the lists of eponymous magistrates at Athens 
and Rome. Diodorus’ chronology, while not without 
uncertainties and errors, is fundamental for us for some 
periods, such as the history of Philip, the Diadochi and the 


Sicilian tyrants. At times, faced with the prospect of an account 
that is too fragmented, Diodorus prefers to present a 
continuous account, such as for the deeds of Dionysius the Elder 
(Book XIV). At other times, for facts that did not find a place in 
the main narrative but which he does not want to pass over, 
Diodorus gives a brief summary at the end of a chapter or 
collects them without any logical connection in a supplementary 
chapter. Often events that took place over a long span of time 
are grouped together in a single year, or they appear as events 
that are repeated in several years, all in a rather arbitrary way, 
which poses serious problems for present-day historians using 
Diodorus’ information as a source. 

In the preface he declares the goals of his research: he 
intended to compose a universal history from the origins to his 
own times, in such a way that the readers can draw great moral 
and political profit from it, by enriching themselves with the 
experience of previous generations, so that they can avoid their 
errors and act righteously. This is a restatement of the ancient 
motif of the utilitarian purpose of historical knowledge. 
Diodorus holds that no prior historian had written a true 
universal history: some had overlooked the barbarian peoples, 
others had given credit to mythical traditions that are too hard 
to grasp in their entirety, others are flawed in their chronology, 
others never finished their work. In addition, all these attempts 
were already old and the previous two centuries of history had 
not yet been systematised into a global account. Diodorus 
declares that he wishes to remedy these faults and gaps. The 
historiographical principles stated in the work are essentially 
based on the search for and respect for the truth. The model 
adopted by Diodorus is the work of Ephorus (cf. The Classical Age 
XI 2.5), expanded by the addition of mythical history. 

Narrating the mythical traditions is a difficult undertaking 
for a historian, such that many had declined to deal with this 
part of the past. Diodorus, to the contrary, says that he has 
taken great care over mythical history, since demigods and 
heroes had accomplished many exceptional deeds. He has 
drawn information from the mythographers, his predecessors, 


and believes that myth has a historical foundation and so it is 
important to know about it. His attitude to the material varies 
from radical criticism, which moves him to declare a myth to be 
purely fable, to a careful treatment that distinguishes between 
different versions, seeking a reconciliation by means of a 
rationalism that is at times naive. Despite his knowledge of 
Euhemerism, Diodorus is revealed rather as an adherent of 
conceptions that see the gods as great cosmic forces. An 
important place in his concept of history is also held by tyché, 
seen as the cause of the type of event qualified as mapadofov 
(“unexpected”), one that confounds human predictions. 

The project of a universal history implies unceasing 
researches in the works of his predecessors and a compilatory 
procedure. By reason of this in-depth work on the sources, the 
various sections of the Library preserve traces of the authors 
from which they derive, even down to the language. This does 
not mean that the author declined to examine critically the 
material that he collected, as becomes clear from the very 
choice of authors used and from his personal reflections. 
Nineteenth-century critics were primarily concerned to identify 
the sources used by Diodorus, proposing a series of theories, 
often unfounded, with the main shared assumption that the 
Library of History was compilatory in character and that the 
historian took a passive attitude towards his sources. This then 
led to the idea that a single source was used for long stretches 
of the work (Ephorus for Greek events; Timaeus for Sicilian ones; 
Hieronymus of Cardia for the history of the Diadochi) and to the 
idea, more recently, that there was a principal source 
supplemented by one or two secondary sources, with 
interventions that could be attributed to Diodorus himself. 
Consequently, after a long period of disparaging the work of 
Diodorus, accusing him of having little originality and of being 
deferential towards his historiographic sources, today there is a 
tendency to reconsider his personal gifts and the usefulness of 
the Library, if only for the large quantity of reports and traditions 
that it has preserved for us that would otherwise have been 
irrevocably lost. 


Diodorus seems not to have slavishly followed the authors 
that he used, nor to have distorted then in a dishonest way. 
When it is possible to compare him with the older source (which 
unfortunately does not happen often), Diodorus’ transcription 
appears to be faithful and does not misrepresent the original, 
which is often followed quite closely. The narrative passages, 
however, are composed more freely and Diodorus uses his own 
language, which is often less colourful than his source. There is 
no lack of evidence of a critical spirit. For example, he chastises 
Herodotus for an excessive taste for stories that are 
extraordinary and diverting. Recent analyses have shown that in 
the book on Egypt, in which some have wished to see the 
exclusive influence of Hecataeus of Abdera, an effort has been 
made towards a synthesis through the comparison of several 
sources. The way that modern scholars have conjecturally 
extended the influence of authors such as Ephorus, Timaeus or 
Theopompus across the whole of large parts of Diodorus’ work 
is often arbitrary and the very variety of the theories advanced 
should advise caution (also as regards the problem of the 
reconstruction of lost authors, such as the three just 
mentioned). At the least, one should acknowledge in Diodorus 
some specific merits, such as the fairly frequent mention of the 
sources used (which is what makes it possible to recognise 
them), the use of important and reliable authors for the 
different sections (including Latin sources) and, as we have just 
noted, the preservation of a historiographical legacy that would 
otherwise have been doomed to disappear. 

In language and style Diodorus displays a regularity and 
simplicity that should be considered a mark of the personal way 
in which he used his sources, seeking to amalgamate their 
accounts into a uniform narrative that is easy to understand. 
The style does not indulge in rhetorical embellishments and 
makes no use of speeches put into the mouths of the historical 
figures. 


3.3 Nicolaus of Damascus 


To reconstruct the biography of Nicolaus of Damascus, we have 
not only the testimonia of various ancient sources, but also the 
remains of his On My Own Life and Education, a lost 
autobiographical work of which some fragments survive. Born in 
64 B.C. at Damascus to a rich and powerful family, he was able 
to receive an excellent Greek education. He was an adherent of 
the Peripatetic philosophy and wrote various commentaries on 
the Aristotelian system, none of which survive. He held all the 
highest political offices in his homeland, establishing close ties 
to King Herod. In the 30s B.C. he was named tutor to the sons of 
Antony and Cleopatra and later he became tutor also to the 
sons of Herod. In the years after the battle of Actium (31 B.C.) 
Nicolaus probably got to know Augustus and held various 
diplomatic positions that put him in contact with the Roman 
authorities. On Herod’s death (4 B.C.) he accompanied the 
king’s son to Rome to support his claim to succeed his father. It 
seems that at that time he settled permanently in Rome, where 
he devoted himself to studies and the writing of his works. We 
do not know the date of his death. 

Nicolaus was a polymath and also a philosopher of the 
Aristotelian school. His lost works included tragedies and 
comedies, a compilation on an ethnographic topic and a 
compendium of Aristotle’s philosophy, of which a Syriac 
translation survives. His most important work is the Historiai, a 
universal history in 144 books, which perhaps ran down to the 
year 4 B.C. Sadly only fragments and extracts survive, in this 
case too, as with Polybius and Diodorus, transmitted thanks to 
the historical collection ordered by the Byzantine emperor 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus. So far as we can tell, Nicolaus’ 
universal history must have been in general of the same type as 
that of Diodorus. It is certain that it had the distinctive feature of 
being written by a direct witness of the Middle Eastern region, 
who was able to speak knowledgeably of the causes of events in 
those areas. It is interesting that he used direct dialogue to 
make his historical account more vivid. 

The Life of Augustus in thirteen books is likewise known to us 
only in fragmentary form. It was a biography and encomium (we 


may recall other examples of this such as Evagoras by Isocrates, 
Agesilaus by Xenophon and the Life of Philopoemen by Polybius), 
based at least in part on the Autobiography of Augustus himself. 
The account survives in the part that narrates the period from 
Augustus’ childhood to October 44 B.C. Much space is given to 
the conspiracy against Caesar and the events leading up to it. 
There is a plausible theory that the first book ended with the 
death of Caesar and the second opened with the problem of his 
testament and the adoption of Octavian. 


3.4 Castor of Rhodes 


Castor, who lived in the first century B.C., was the author of a 
Chronicle in six books that came down as far as 61/0 B.C., the 
year in which Pompey completed the reorganisation of Asia 
subject to Rome. The work was based on the king lists of Sicyon, 
Argos and Attica (beginning from Cecrops) and on the Athenian 
archons, as well as on the list of kings of Alba and of the kings 
and consuls of Rome (beginning from Aeneas). Unlike 
Apollodorus, Castor also introduced mythical history and took 
account of the history of the West and of Rome. His Chronicle 
was much used in the ancient world: Varro, Plutarch, Julius 
Africanus and Eusebius all drew on it. 


3.5 Anti-Roman historiography 


We have seen above (cf. 1.2) that the problem of the origins of 
Rome became important in the second century B.C., as the role 
of Rome gradually grew and became consolidated as an 
international power of vast reach. This topic was a tool of 
propaganda and there was no lack of polemical voices on the 
Greek side, who denied the Trojan origins of the Romans and 
underlined their original barbarism. The problem was whether 
or not to legitimise the rule of Rome and its hegemony over an 
immense territory (cf. also Posidonius). The debate took place in 
the first century, when the war of more than a decade by Rome 
against Mithridates, king of Pontus, seemed to take on the 


significance of a Greek attempt to recover some degree of 
freedom from the rulers. An anti-Roman public discourse began, 
appearing in historical works favourable to Mithridates. 

It was a fact that not everyone who was Greek in culture was 
integrated into the Roman empire or ready to take on the role of 
legitimating the new rulers in the eyes of the Greek world. There 
was no lack of critical voices, though their works are mostly lost. 
The decisive response came in the Augustan Age, with the 
Roman history of Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who endorsed 
Rome’s legitimacy in dominating the world, for the sake of 
culture. An interesting case is that of Timagenes of Alexandria, a 
rhetor and historian, who came to Rome in 55 B.C. as a prisoner 
of war. Thereafter he lived and worked at Rome, it seems 
primarily as a rhetor, given that he is cited as an eminent rhetor 
together with Caecilius of Caleacte. He won the favour of 
Augustus, but then fell into disgrace and was welcomed into the 
house of Asinius Pollio. Of his works we have a collection of 
fragments, most of which perhaps belonged to a work called On 
Kings. One fragment speaks ill of Pompey, which reveals to us 
that the work included contemporary history. It is likely that his 
work had an anti-Roman orientation, though we know too little 
of it to be sure of his positions. 


IX Judaeo-Hellenistic Literature 


1 The Jews of Alexandria and the Septuagint 


1.1 The Bible, the fundamental text of Jewish culture 


The name “Bible of the Seventy” or “Septuagint” (from the Latin 
for “seventy,” and often cited simply by the Roman numeral 
LXX) refers to the oldest and most widely circulated Greek 
version of the Hebrew Bible, which was produced in the third 


century B.C. in the cultural ferment of Alexandria, where there 
was a lively and numerous Jewish community. The name in fact 
encompasses also the books known as “deuterocanonical”, i.e. 
composed directly in Greek at a more recent date, which are 
rejected by the Jewish canon but accepted in the Christian one. 

This weighty collection of books of various genres and 
contents (texts that are historical or mythological in character, 
collections of laws, books of wisdom, preachings of prophets, 
hymns and prayers) not only collects the entire literary 
production of the Jewish people, but also forms the very core of 
their historical and cultural identity, in that religious identity 
assumed a totalising value for the Jews, which had the capacity 
to involve deeply every aspect of life. 


1.2 The Septuagint in the ancient sources. The Letter of 
Aristeas 


The translation of a text like this obviously presents very distinct 
problems. It is clear that, if one credits the idea that the words 
contained in these books are of divine inspiration, it follows that 
the text must be translated with absolute fidelity. That the 
translators were conscious of this concern is shown by the very 
manner in which the work of translation took place, as is 
described in a precious ancient text that has survived and in 
other testimonia. 

The Letter of Aristeas to Philocrates (or Book of Aristeas) is a 
text set in the third century B.C. but probably written in the 
second century B.C. by a learned Jew of Alexandria who presents 
himself as an eye-witness to the events and who gives an 
account of the translation in positive terms, with the clear 
intention of defending its textual, theological and religious 
reliability, i.e. its value as a faithful witness to the divine 
revelation, despite the change in language from Hebrew to 
Greek. The author speaks of real teamwork by 72 translators (six 
for each of the twelve tribes of Israel: the name “Bible of the 
Seventy” or “Septuagint” is thus a rough indication of the 
authors of the translation), who were gathered at Alexandria by 


the king (apparently Ptolemy II Philadelphus, 283-246 B.C.) on 
the initiative of the Peripatetic Demetrius of Phaleron, with the 
goal of having a Greek version of the law of Moses, in order to 
add it to the collection of laws preserved in the Library of 
Alexandria. According to the account in the Letter, the 
translators produced the Greek text in collegial collaboration in 
the exceptionally short time of 72 days. Thereafter, public 
readings from the translation were given in Alexandria and it 
won the agreement and official approval of the people and the 
highest authorities. An anathema was also solemnly 
pronounced against anyone who dared to change even a single 
word of it. 

Philo of Alexandria (first century A.D.: cf. Roman Imperial 
Period V1 1.1) and some Christian authors present a different 
version of events, which attests even more strongly the concern 
with fidelity to the original Hebrew words, as well as the 
incontestable authority that the Septuagint had already 
acquired. On this account, the 72 did not work together as 
colleagues, but instead translated independently of each other 
and at the end their translations had all turned out to be 
identical: this was irrefutable proof that the Greek translation, 
just like the original text, had been divinely inspired. 

The translation of the Septuagint therefore became the 
official version of the sacred text, beginning from the Jewish 
community of Alexandria and on to Christian authors, and it was 
accorded the same authority as the original. It is easy to imagine 
what its importance will have been for the Greek-speaking 
Jewish communities, such as that at Alexandria, and for the 
diffusion of the Bible across the vast area of the Hellenised 
world. The translation, therefore, may have been above alla 
response to a practical need for religious liturgy and instruction, 
in a context in which the literary language was predominantly 
Greek. But if the authority assumed by this translation made it a 
text of fundamental importance among the Jewish people, even 
more important are the consequences arising from the 
subsequent adoption of this text by the Christians, through 
which the Bible came to play a part in the culture of the Graeco- 


Roman world. 


1.3 Alexandria and Judaeo-Hellenistic culture 


As we have seen, the sources, including the Letter of Aristeas, 
agree in seeing the basis of the translation in an impulse 
external to the Jewish community, namely the wish of Ptolemy 
and the Alexandrian scholars to complete the book holdings of 
the famous Library. In reality, it is the opinion of scholars today 
that one should think rather of a first impulse coming from the 
Alexandrian Jewish community for the practical reasons 
mentioned above. Also, it is likely that existing translations of 
individual books passed into the Greek Bible. The report about 
the role played in the events by the king and of the scholarly 
circles of the Hellenistic capital is perhaps an invention or 
amplification of a real event, with the aim of legitimising the 
translation itself and the Jewish culture that had promoted it. 

The Letter of Aristeas, with a long description of a banquet 
held at court during which the king exchanged information and 
discussion with the Jewish scholars, clearly has the aim of 
providing a legitimation of this cultural venture; it is a 
suggestive, idealised representation of the particular reality of 
Alexandria in the third century. As the capital of Hellenic culture 
and seat of an important Jewish community, the city was a 
privileged site of encounter (and so also of conflict) between 
these two different cultures. The details of the text’s approval by 
the king and its preservation in the Library, which are narrated 
in the Letter, also have the aim of guaranteeing that the 
Alexandrian translation would hold a very special value. 

Even if it is correct to hypothesise that the initiative for the 
translation of the Bible came from within the Jewish community 
(which would reduce the level of external interest in this text, 
which the sources attribute to figures outside Jewish culture), 
the operation nonetheless remains of exceptional importance. It 
is in fact the first translation into Greek of a major text in an 
oriental language, a cultural undertaking without precedent and 
a unique occasion of encounter and communication between 


different cultures. 

The language of the translation is rich in Semitisms and 
syntactic constructions that are unusual in contemporary 
literary Greek. Above all this second aspect is due in certain 
cases to the needs of fidelity to the original, to the point that at 
times the translation risks becoming almost incomprehensible. 
However, some elements of the “language of the LXX” (as it is 
known) are in fact attested also by papyrus fragments 
containing documents or private letters found in Greek- 
speaking Egypt. They must therefore be part of the language in 
everyday use, which seems to have had an influence on this 
particular form of the koiné. 

It is not possible to say much with certainty about the 
translation’s fidelity to the Hebrew original, in the form in which 
it survives. For it is an open problem that in more recent times it 
received additions of a novelty that is rather troubling. In the 
Greek text of the Septuagint there is a large series of additions, 
omissions or modifications of various kinds that affects 
practically all the books of the Bible and which are usually 
described as a text that has been modified from the original - in 
sum, an “erroneous” text. In 1947-1957 at Qumran, in the Dead 
Sea region, some ancient text scrolls were found in a cave, which 
can be dated to the centuries from the second B.C. to the first 
A.D., containing thousands of written texts, which have not yet 
been published in their entirety. Among these there are various 
books of the Old Testament, which we can hence now read in 
manuscript versions that are considerably older (by around a 
millennium) than the one that has been transmitted, which 
dates to the tenth to eleventh centuries A.D. The documentation 
that has been made public has already allowed us to confirm 
that variants present in the text of the Septuagint in fact match 
those of the scrolls from Qumran, which should mean that the 
translation was made from an original that differed in part from 
the Hebrew version preserved in the medieval manuscripts, and 
which was much older. 


1.4 Other Greek translations of the Bible 


We have information about other, later translations of the 
sacred book of the Jews or its parts. However, all that remains is 
brief fragments, above all thanks to the work of Origen (second 
to third century A.D.), whose work entitled Hexap/a set alongside 
each other in six parallel columns the Hebrew text, its 
transliteration into the Greek alphabet and four different 
translations, including the Septuagint. Of the oldest translation, 
ascribed to a certain Theodotion, we know almost nothing. An 
extremely literary translation of the entire Hebrew Bible was 
completed by the Jew Aquila at the time of the Emperor Hadrian, 
in a Palestinian context. Thereafter, around A.D. 165, 
Symmachus produced a translation that was widely praised for 
its literary value; unfortunately nothing has survived by direct 
transmission. 


2 Jewish literature in Greek 


2.1 Aristobulus and biblical exegesis 


As well as the Bible translation of the Septuagint and the Letter of 
Aristeas to Philocrates already discussed, another figure from 
Alexandrian Jewish circles was Aristobulus, from whom a few 
fragments of biblical exegesis have survived via the works of 
Christian authors, such as Clement of Alexandria (second to 
third century A.D.) and Eusebius of Caesarea (third to fourth 
century A.D.), whom we will discuss in the section on the 
Imperial Period. This Aristobulus, interpreter of Scripture, lived 
under Ptolemy VI Philometor (181-145 B.C.), a king to whom he 
dedicated a work that seems to have contained a general 
interpretation of the Pentateuch, i.e. the first five books of the 
Bible. As far as we are aware, Aristobulus is the only Jewish 
author before Philo of Alexandria to have applied the method of 
allegorical exegesis to the explanation of the biblical text. In this 
way the text of the Pentateuch moved from its more restricted 
value as a history of the Jewish people and became the source 
for a religious (or, better, ethical) doctrine of wider validity. In 


the fragments we find that Aristobulus insisted repeatedly that 
the doctrines of Greek thinkers (such as Pythagoras, Plato and 
Socrates) were derived from Jewish wisdom. He is thus fully part 
of the ambience of Alexandrian Judaism, in which Greek and 
Jewish culture met. 


2.2 The Exagégé of Ezekiel 


The Exagégé is a tragedy in around 270 lines, attributed by the 
tradition to an author by the name of Ezekiel, who is usually 
placed in the second half of the second century B.C. The theme 
is that of the people of Israel’s bondage in Egypt, down to the 
crossing of the Red Sea. The protagonist is of course Moses. 
Through the work of Eusebius, we have a collection of 
fragments, which are enough to reveal inspiration from Greek 
classical theatre, in which the biblical content is clothed. The 
language is borrowed mainly from Attic tragedy, with influences 
from the koiné. It uses the conventional iambic trimeter, though 
with some liberties compared to the classic tragedians. 


2.3 Joseph and Aseneth: the novel 


We do not know the author of this novel, which tells the fortunes 
of the Bible character Joseph and of the daughter of an Egyptian 
priest. The girl, named Aseneth, falls in love with Joseph and 
converts to the Jewish religion in order to marry him. The 
language is the Greek of the koiné (with some Semitisms) and 
the theme is in accord with the Greek novel (cf. Roman Imperial 
Period IX 1): a love that encounters obstacles on the way to its 
achievement. 


The Roman Imperial Period 


I The Period 


1 The Roman Imperial Period 


The traditional periodisation distinguishes Greek literature of 
the Hellenistic Age from that of the Roman Imperial Period, 
taking the Augustan Age as the pivot between the two eras. To 
our historical and cultural sensibilities this chronological 
turning-point seems very significant, because then Rome 
changed from a republic to an empire and because it is the 
transition from the era before Christ (B.C.) to the era after Christ 
(A.D.). In the actual development of literature, of course, this 
chronological division is, as always, just conventional but, in this 
sense, it is useful in describing the process by which literary 
forms evolved. 

Commonly the definition of the Imperial Period or the 
Roman Period of Greek literature encompasses roughly the first 
five or six centuries A.D. The literature of the sixth century, i.e. of 
the age of Justinian, can be seen either as the final phase of 
ancient literary civilisation or as the first manifestation of 
Byzantine (medieval Greek) literature. A further distinction, 
which is useful and is adopted ever more widely today, is to 
speak in the case of literature too of a “Late Antique Period,” an 
idea that varies from a very expansive model, encompassing the 
centuries from the second or third to the eighth A.D., to a more 
restricted one that limits the period to the fourth to sixth 


centuries. In general it seems useful to take the era of 
Constantine (306-337) as the starting-point of the Late Antique 
Period, since that was when ancient civilisation took on the 
characteristic fusion of Roman, Greek and Christian elements 
that would be distinctive of the following centuries. With the 
necessary flexibility (and without denying that it is artificial, 
though convenient, to apply to literature time-periods fixed by 
the death of emperors), we may keep in mind the following 
periodisation: by Greek-language literature of the Early Imperial 
Period we mean from the Augustan Age to the third century (let 
us say until the reign of Diocletian: 284-305), reserving the term 
Late Antique Period for the fourth to sixth centuries. 

Although concepts of climax (or top) and decadence are 
steadily giving way to less naive historiographical criteria that 
restore the more profound sense of the idea of historical 
development, there is no doubt that for Greek literature the 
Augustan Period marked a new rise. Then in the course of the 
second century literature in Greek underwent a remarkable 
expansion and flourishing, which has led some to talk of a 
“rebirth.” This period is identified principally with the decades of 
the rule of Hadrian (117-138) and the Antonines (138-180), 
decades that were felt to be “enlightened” by intellectuals and 
artists and those valued by the Greek and Roman upper classes. 
A change took place in the cultural landscape of the empire, by 
which in the course of the second century, probably with a 
combination of social and political motives, a general weakening 
of culture in the Latin language resulted in the predominance of 
literary production in Greek, which then continued in the 
following century. While a large number of writers (as we shall 
see) staked out fundamental advances in Greek literature in the 
course of the second and third centuries, in the same period 
Latin pagan literature appears to have been in a phase of crisis: 
Apuleius, Fronto and Aulus Gellius are the most notable names 
of the second century, while in the third it is the already growing 
Christian literature that offers the major figures, namely 
Tertullian and Cyprian. 

Aside from these distinctions for the sake of orientation, 


which cannot always be applied with ease and which, above all, 
are certainly not absolute, it remains a general fact that Greek 
literature exhibits a considerable flourishing throughout the 
whole chronological span from the Augustan Age to around the 
mid-third century, a period that turns out to be a crux in many 
respects. It is where one naturally locates the complex problems 
connected to the progressive establishment of Christianity and 
so of the birth and growth of a Christian literature, in both Greek 
and Latin. But together with this it should be remembered and 
emphasised that, as regards the various mechanisms of 
preserving and transmitting classical culture, this period marks 
the second most significant and consequential stage (second 
after the effects of Alexandrian philology) in the selection of 
authors and texts, the activity of exegesis and edition and the 
production of copies. 

The development of literature in Greek in the Imperial 
Period reveals a clear prevalence of prose over poetry. It is in the 
prose genres, in fact, that we find a notable richness of 
prominent personalities, movements and important works. In 
the sphere of historiography, in the literature (typical of the 
period, as we shall see) that lies between oratory, rhetoric and 
philosophy (though a philosophy that did not create new 
systems), in literary criticism, in the varied scene of scholarly 
production (grammar, philology, lexicography), Greek literary 
civilisation of the Imperial Period yielded results of profound 
and striking interest and developed its own original historical 
function. 


2 The fortunes of Greece in the Imperial Period 


The starting date of the Imperial Period is traditionally set in 31 
B.C., the year of the battle of Actium. In the vicinity of this 
location on the eastern coast of Greece the warships of Octavian 
defeated the fleet led by Antony and Cleopatra, who retreated to 
Egypt and chose to take their own lives. In this way Octavian 
became the sole and uncontested heir to the unfinished 


absolutist project of Julius Caesar. The following year Egypt too, 
as last of the Hellenistic kingdoms, entered the Roman sphere. 

In the years immediately thereafter, Octavian accumulated 
in his own person a series of offices and powerful roles 
expressed in the titles that he adopted: the military position of 
imperator (commander in chief of the army), the religious one of 
pontifex maximus and the civic and honorific position of princeps 
(first citizen). Four years after Actium, when Octavian was 
accorded the epithet Augustus, his de facto political, military and 
religious supremacy was given a formal endorsement. His 
ostensible reverence towards the Senate was from then onward 
just a shrewd expedient and facade, useful in legitimising his 
actions. In a painless transition, after around five centuries the 
Roman Republic had returned to absolute monarchy, despite 
the persistence of the old Republican institutions as apparently 
still vital and intact: the Senate, the cursus honorum and 
consulate, the popular assemblies and the army. 

In 27 B.C. Augustus restructured the administration of the 
Roman territories. Greece (officially called the province of 
Achaea) was included among the senatorial provinces, i.e. 
among the areas of the empire that were already pacified and 
did not require the intervention of the army for their control. 
The role of Greece thus took a secondary position in the political 
events of the empire, but the same cannot be said of the Greeks 
themselves. Not only did they continue to meet the Roman 
social elites’ demand for cultural paideia and to respond to the 
ruling class’s need for education, but they integrated into 
imperial society and ultimately accepted the historical 
inevitability of the dominating power. However, this point 
should not be generalised or treated as absolute: there was no 
lack of resistance, hostility and open dislike towards Rome in 
various times and places, as we shall see in the next section. 

From this perspective, the Roman nationalism of the first 
emperors (Augustus, 27 B.C.-A.D. 14, and Tiberius, A.D. 14-37) 
encountered a particular form of Hellenism, fed by antiquarian 
longing for the past physiognomy of the polis. Some Greek cities 
thus embarked on an almost museum-like fate through the 


nostalgic resurrection of obsolete political, cultural and religious 
forms. At Sparta the institutions of the Classical and Archaic 
Ages were revived along with the archaic constitution of 
Lycurgus, while the Amphictionic Council of Delphi gained a new 
and vigorous impulse. Yet a very different idea was gaining 
ground already in the Augustan Age - that Rome was the true 
heir to the splendours of the Greek cities and that in this sense it 
was pursuing their cultural path. 

After the extravagances of Caligula (37-41) and the 
lukewarm Hellenism of Claudius (41-54), the highpoint of 
Philhellenic attitudes among the first emperors was reached 
with Nero (54-68), who in 67 intended to pay homage to the 
ancient grandeur of Greece by abolishing its status as province 
and proclaiming its freedom (this is what earned him the 
byname Zeus eleutherios). The accession to the throne of 
Vespasian (69-79), founder of the Flavian dynasty (Titus, 79-81; 
Domitian, 81-96), marked a return to Roman nationalism and a 
scaling back of the role and image of Greece, which from 74 (the 
year when the philosophers were banished from Rome and 
Italy) was again reduced to a province and made subject to 
tribute. 

The first century of our era ended with the experience of the 
despotism of Domitian. His successor, the elderly senator Nerva, 
remained in office for just two years (96-98), but he inaugurated 
a practice that was destined to guarantee the empire a period of 
stability for at least a century. Beginning from Nerva, the 
emperors undertook to designate their successor by adoption, 
choosing him not just on the basis of blood relation but above 
all taking into account the real political abilities of the men 
around them. We therefore speak of the “adoptive emperors” 
(Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius, 
Commodus, whose reigns run from 96 to 193) and of an 
“orderly” phase of political, military and economic management 
of the empire. 

The second century represented a new era of Hellenism 
opened by the renewed interest of Trajan (98-117) in the 
eastern provinces of the empire. His successor Hadrian (117- 


138) and the Antonines (Antoninus Pius, 138-161; Marcus 
Aurelius, 161-180 and his co-emperors Lucius Verus and 
Commodus, who then became successor to Marcus Aurelius 
until 192) gave the impulse for a cultural policy of reclaiming 
Hellenic civilisation, with the aim of refounding it in an original 
and vital way. One of the typical phenomena of the period, 
linked to the project of renewing Hellenic culture and promoted 
by the emperors themselves, was the practice of euergetism: 
people with great resources and great munificence could win 
lustre and honours by constructing grandiose and monumental 
public buildings in the Greek cities. Following this came a rebirth 
of many urban centres in Greece and the Hellenistic world, 
which came to play an important role in the culture of the era. 

It is at the very end of the second century that one notes the 
first signs of a gradual eclipse of ancient Greek culture. From 
this point of view, there is a symbolic significance to the invasion 
of Greece by the barbarian people of the Costoboci (ca. 170) in 
the reign of Marcus Aurelius. In the latter half of the following 
century - which was characterised by the substantial decay of 
literature and by an ever more accentuated militarisation of the 
empire - the phenomenon of barbarian invasions began to take 
on a troubling scale on the north-eastern borders, threatening 
the very survival of Hellenistic and Graeco-Roman civilisation. 

The final phase of the empire created room for a new 
cultural phase beginning from the reign of Constantine (A.D. 
306-337), which opened what we have defined as the “Late 
Antique Period,” with the transfer of the capital to the ancient 
Byzantium, now rechristened Constantinople. The spread of 
Christianity led to the emergence of new literary currents and 
poured fresh streams into the Graeco-Roman cultural tradition, 
which was now sustained by the values and goals of the officially 
recognised religion, to the point that one may talk of the 
“Christian empire.” Even the extreme attempt to restore 
paganism and the ancient polytheistic beliefs, supported by the 
emperor Julian the Apostate (A.D. 361-363) and matching the 
aspirations of the most elevated and traditionalist echelons of 
Roman society, was no more than a final coda by intellectuals 


unwilling to accept the process of fusion and integration 
underway between Romano-Hellenistic and Christian culture. 

The establishment of a separation into a western and an 
eastern empire would result, on the one hand, in the formation 
of a caesura between the two spheres also in culture, but on the 
other hand it guaranteed in the eastern part the readoption and 
preservation of the traditional inheritance of Greek-language 
civilisation. Through this channel, in the intense activity of 
innumerable episodes of selection and transmission of ancient 
texts, in what was essentially an attitude of emulation and 
conservation of the works of the past, the inheritance of Greek 
civilisation was passed on to the Byzantine empire. The 
periodisation that we have indicated stops at the reign of 
Justinian (527-565), with whom we set the end of the Late 
Antique Period of Greek literature. In the course of their 
thousand-year history the Byzantines would become guardians 
of that tradition, finally passing on their witness in turn to Italian 
humanism. 


3 The bilingual empire: integration and resistance 


Among the different aspects that give the Imperial Period its 
distinctive form, one should not overlook the fact of language. 
Through the Hellenistic kingdoms, Greek had had an immensely 
wide diffusion through the whole eastern region in the common 
literary form called the kown SidaAektoc (koiné dialektos, 
“common language”) and it continued to hold this role as 
international language also in the Graeco-Roman world of the 
Imperial Period. The Roman ruling class normally knew Greek, 
whereas there were not many Greek-speakers who were able to 
use Latin well (especially in the eastern provinces). 

Further, after Augustus there was a process of 
rapprochement between the provinces and Italy, resulting in 
ever greater homogeneity between centre and periphery. The 
eastern Greek or Hellenised regions, countries with very ancient 
and refined cultures, generally did not understand their relation 


to the Roman conqueror in terms of a necessary assimilation or 
cultural adaptation to it (unlike what happened in many 
Romanised areas in the West), but rather turned the relation on 
its head, into one of exerting a powerful and profound cultural 
influence on the conqueror. 

The first three centuries of the Imperial Period were 
characterised by the ever deeper roots struck by Greek culture 
within the overall borders of the Roman Empire. Rome’s 
confirmed hegemonic position ensured that the world of Greek- 
language culture found in it an ever greater pole of attraction 
for literary figures, artists and philosophers. Undoubtedly Latin 
literature had been enriched by Greek models right from its 
Origins, and continued to be, but in the Imperial Period the 
process by which the culture in fact became bilingual was 
completed decisively. Greek historians, rhetors, scholars, 
scientists and philosophers wrote in Greek for a both Greek and 
Roman public. An ever more Hellenised Rome and an ever more 
Romanised Greece - this is just a formula to say that the 
coexistence was by then not just a reality but also an effective 
and active basis of culture. In a Graeco-Roman world, the 
Roman Empire itself was in reality the cradle and guarantor of 
Greek cultural vitality and literary production. 

While in the course of the Hellenistic Age there had been 
room for anti-Roman debate and historiography, in the 
Augustan Era the Greek historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
definitively established an idea of Rome as the prestigious 
guarantor of the reclamation and conservation of Hellenism’s 
deepest traditional values. The path to integration had been 
opened up for everyone, and in the following centuries there 
was no shortage of cultured figures who pursued this path in 
the intellectual, political and social life of the empire. For an 
intellectual such as Dio of Prusa, for example, hostility towards 
the despotism of Domitian (shared also by the Roman senatorial 
class) was just one blip in a long line of excellent relations 
created by appreciation and harmony both with Vespasian and 
Titus and then with Trajan, who was celebrated as a model of 
the wise and enlightened emperor. The Encomium to Rome by 


Aelius Aristides (second century), which paints Rome as a 
classical Greek polis, illustrates well the highest point of concord 
between Greek intellectuals and the Roman Empire and it 
exerted a notable influence on political and historiographical 
thought of the second and third centuries, or at the very least it 
was strongly in accord with it. 

However, one should not yield to the seductive image of 
invariably idyllic harmony between the different components. 
The history that produced the different forms of syncretism 
between pagan and Judaeo-Christian culture was fairly complex 
and nuanced and underwent not only absorptions and 
reconciliations into new amalgams, but also troubles and rifts. 
And one should recall expressions of disquiet and instability in 
the Greek intellectual world under the hegemony of Rome. The 
flourishing and development of religious and mystery 
movements, the rise in mystical tendencies and occult 
superstitions (often mixed up together with philosophical 
doctrines), the wandering through the cities of soi-disant 
ascetics and wonder-workers, the practice of magic and 
divination - these are various instances of the resort to the 
irrational, which attest the bubbling that was not far, and not 
only, under the surface of an era full of suffering and troubles. 

Finally, there were genuine factors of dissent, which found 
expression in critical voices and positions not integrated into the 
nascent Graeco-Roman culture, or simply standing aloof from it. 
For example, Plutarch in his Lives set Greek and Roman on an 
equal plane to each other, yet believed that young Greeks of 
noble families should restrict themselves to the autonomous 
politics of their cities, evidently without participating directly in 
the central political life of the empire. Lucian, in his ironic picture 
of the world around him, certainly does not seem entirely 
reconciled to it and at times seems to adopt the image of a 
Greek intellectual by no means burning with pro-Roman 
sympathies. Anti-Roman resistance could thicken around the 
temples of the eastern zones, places in which the political and 
social elites had the ability to organise the consensus, and for 
this reason the Romans attempted to subject them to 


conditions. A particular but important case is that of the Jewish 
world, never entirely quiet or pacified in the alternative between 
collaboration and opposition, even for intellectuals who wrote in 
Greek (for example Flavius Josephus). Real dislike for Rome is 
found in the varied collection of Sybilline Oracles, and an 
undercurrent of anti-Roman expectations at times finds 
expression in apocalyptic literature. Tendencies running counter 
to Rome, which are absent from the literature of the higher 
echelons, found space in the Christian apologetic of the second 
century (a literature that was closer to the popular classes) and 
in the protest preaching of the so-called popular Cynics, who are 
depicted as crude and vulgar figures who spent time in humble 
settings and gave voice to malcontents and attempts at revolt. 

Another characteristic of the period is the diffusion of what 
we may call the literature of entertainment, with the aim of pure 
enjoyment by the public. This too can be seen as a symptom of a 
desire for escapism, which perhaps betrays a certain feeling of 
disharmony with reality. Apart from the success of the novel, 
there was also a rich output of romanticised and adventurous 
history, collections of fantastic letters, works of political 
disengagement, of reading for pleasure or escapism. This work 
is predominantly in prose; yet there are also examples in poetry 
and above all in forms of spectacle aimed at pure 
entertainment. This genre of literature came to take on the role 
that had in previous periods been played by a large swathe of 
the historiographical output, which had been aimed primarily at 
enjoyable amusement. 


4 Classicism, Atticism and the Second Sophistic 


Characteristic of Greek culture of the Imperial Period is a set of 
literary phenomena, primarily in the rhetorical, linguistic and 
stylistic sphere, that could be generally and generically termed 
classicism. At least on the stylistic and formal level, the cultural 
renewal of the Augustan Era had as its most fundamental 
feature the phenomenon of Atticism. This was the view by 


writers that they should take as model for their style and 
linguistic choices the Attic authors of the fifth and fourth century 
B.C., who were vigorously prescribed as models for study and 
imitation by anyone committed to the art of writing. This choice 
thus essentially became a problem of models, above all in the 
later developments of this current and in the numerous 
differentiations in individual tastes and positions. Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus and Caecilius of Caleacte in the Augustan Period 
are the two principal figures noted as initiators or promoters of 
the Atticist approach in letters. Such forms of classicism had a 
natural continuation in a broad and varied movement that 
developed from the late first century, flourishing vigorously in 
the second and until the first decades of the third, for which it is 
conventional to adopt the term (used already in the ancient 
world) of the “Second Sophistic.” 

This whole complex of phenomena is centred in various 
ways on the desire to return to the authoritative and sanctioned 
literary models of the Classical Age and to the ideals that they 
represented. It seems on the cultural level to be a clear form of 
demand by the Greeks for their own original traditions and their 
own cultural identity, and one that had a significant political 
force. Cultural prestige and political or social position were often 
closely interlinked, as becomes clear if one considers the figures 
who were most outstanding among the rhetors and sophists, 
philosophers and historians. It must have seemed to the Greeks 
that the ancient ideal of the sage guiding society had found 
some kind of realisation. This tendency was for the most part 
incarnated by the higher classes of the eastern Greek provinces. 
Well integrated into the imperial structure at every level and 
often operating at the centre of power, they saw in the Roman 
empire, and entrusted to it, the role of supporter and the 
historical function of guarantor of a world in which they could 
cultivate and develop their own culture, finally bringing it to the 
hoped-for new renaissance. Thus it is not at all paradoxical, 
indeed perfectly comprehensible, that this highest level of 
integration, among men of culture who were originally and 
traditionally Greek, was matched by the highest level of defence 


of their own proud and autonomous identity. 

Operating at a similar level is the appeal to the past as a 
fount and foundation of security, as is evident in the 
development of the various philosophical schools, which 
continued the traditional doctrines and literary genres in which 
they had been expressed. There was a proliferation of re- 
readings and reinterpretations of the thought of the great 
philosophers of the Archaic, Classical and Hellenistic Ages and 
there developed a luxuriant doxographic and exegetical 
literature. Philosophy and rhetoric thus proceeded in harmony, 
thanks, among other things, to the common choice of the past 
as the perennial model and indispensable source of knowledge. 
Still moving in the footsteps of tradition, the old debate between 
the two disciplines continued, but without the harsh and 
quarrelsome tones of other periods, and perhaps one may say 
that the relation had become one of integrative cooperation. 
The figure of the sophist was often that of a rhetor-philosopher 
or a philosopher-rhetor. Holding the balance, or rather the 
halfway point, between oratory and philosophy are figures such 
as Dio of Prusa and Lucian, as well as Plutarch and Aelius 
Aristides (the distinction between literary genres is thus often 
only a matter of convenience, and the one that will be presented 
in what follows is also a matter of convenience), who in different 
ways, often with irritation, criticisms and objections, or else with 
complete identification, nonetheless developed their activity in 
the mainstream of the life of the empire. In every case, the key 
and dominating element in every intellectual activity involving 
words remained the omnipotent rhetoric, the true stamp of the 
spirit of the time. 

Linked to these aspects is the strong development of the 
activity of interpreting and commenting on ancient authors, 
with the aim of providing the basic models of culture with a 
philological and exegetical apparatus that was indispensable if 
they were to be enjoyed in the most knowledgeable, deepest 
and richest way. The foundations of this activity had been laid in 
the Alexandrian Era, but in the Imperial Period it unleashed its 
greatest energy for collecting material, and so exerted a decisive 


influence on the transmission of the material to future 
centuries. 


5 The literary genres in the Imperial Period 


As we have said, the Imperial Period exhibits a clear prevalence 
of prose over poetry. The poetic genres maintained their vitality, 
but rarely offer great original creations. In the sphere of poetry, 
the genre that yields the most significant results is without 
doubt the epigram. After the great phase of Hellenistic epigram, 
the themes and style of the models were reprised and varied in 
a rich output, always made up of brief compositions, for the 
most part in elegiac distichs, which ran in a first phase from the 
Augustan Period to the second century A.D., then entering a 
decline and regaining vigour some centuries later in the age of 
Justinian. Alongside epigram, hymnography is the only 
traditional lyric genre still represented in what survives of Greek 
poetry of the Imperial Period. From Mesomedes of Crete, a 
citharoedus and lyric poet of the second century, we have in 
total thirteen poems in various metres, including religious 
hymns to pagan divinities and descriptions. Epic-didactic poetry, 
which went back to the most noble origins of Greek literature 
and had yielded splendid fruit in the Hellenistic Age, continued 
to be cultivated also in the Imperial Period, until an important 
blossoming in the Late Antique Period. Entering into the 
tradition of hexameter poetry were some works of uncertain 
chronology on Orphic topics (two short poems and a number of 
hymns) and collections of oracular poetry (Sybilline Oracles and 
Chaldaean Oracles). We may note finally the fables in iambic 
metre of Babrius and the theatrical genre of mime, which 
existed alongside the now well-established custom of restaging 
tragic works of the Classical Age (above all by Euripides). 
Among the prose genres, rhetoric, understood as an 
institutionalised, formalised and normative discipline with 
schools and currents of taste engaged in an active literary 
criticism, without doubt constituted the intellectual activity that 


in this period exerted a kind of dominance, by itself informing 
the entire human creative sphere concerned with words. 
Historiography echoed the assumptions of rhetoric, moving, 
from the conceptual point of view, within the Romano-centric 
vision inaugurated during the Hellenistic Era above all by 
Polybius. The centrality of Rome is expressed both in pro-Roman 
tendencies, which from Dionysius of Halicarnassus onwards saw 
Rome as a Greek polis able to reunite different cultures within 
the universal horizon of the empire, but also in the anti-Roman 
tendencies inspired by dissidence of various kind and origin. The 
novel is perhaps the greatest novelty to be noted in the 
panorama of Greek literature of the Imperial Period. Although 
the earliest surviving testimonia attest that the genre existed 
from the second century B.C., the novels that have survived 
complete through the Byzantine manuscript tradition belong to 
the Imperial Period, and it seems that we should date to this era 
the greatest success and diffusion of these entertaining 
narratives (which continued in the Byzantine Period, both in 
prose and verse). 

Among the most important Hellenistic manifestations of the 
Jewish cultural ambience expressed in Greek, we have noted for 
the Hellenistic Age the translation of the O/d Testament known as 
the Septuagint, achieved in the setting of the strong Jewish 
community of Alexandria. The diaspora of the People of Israel 
outside the territories of Palestine produced the birth of various 
Jewish communities in different settings with an already well- 
established Greek culture (the most conspicuous of these 
Graeco-Jewish communities was in Alexandria), where a cultural 
identity that was never obscured was married to the deep 
absorption of Hellenism. From the second half of the first 
century A.D., the texts of the New Testament launched an ever 
richer and larger Christian literature, which produced an original 
constellation of literary forms and genres. Compared to the 
terrible loss of Hellenistic philosophical literature, the richness of 
what has been preserved from the Imperial Period is striking, 
though it continued to plough the furrow of doctrines born in 
the past, without producing a truly new current of thought. 


Alongside the output of speculative work and commentary, tied 
above all to the Academic and Peripatetic schools, we may note 
the output of two important philosophical-religious movements 
seamed with mysticism: Neopythagoreanism and Neoplatonism. 

It is not always easy to identify a strictly “scientific” literature 
as distinct from philosophical literature. Disciplines such as 
geography, astronomy, mathematics and medicine underwent 
important development in the Imperial Period, which brought 
forth a copious literature dedicated expressly to it. Finally, a 
chapter that should not be neglected in Greek culture of the 
Imperial Period (one again in close continuity with the 
Hellenistic Age) is constituted by the whole area that can be 
connected to the concept of erudite literature, as mentioned 
above: philology, grammar, lexicography, antiquarian and 
doxographical collections and repertoires of material of every 
kind. 
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II Rhetoric and Literary Criticism 


1 Rhetorical tendencies in the Rome of Augustus 


1.1 The establishment of Greek rhetoric at Rome 


If we had to name an intellectual activity in this period that 
exerted a kind of domination, shaping by itself practically the 
whole human creative sphere involving words, it would be 
rhetoric, understood as a discipline that was institutionalised, 
formalised and normative, with different schools and currents of 
taste. 

The flow of intellectuals and teachers of rhetoric from 
Greece to Rome became ever more numerous from the late 
Republican Era onwards, and under Augustus a very striking 
level of exchange was occurring between Italy and the 
Hellenised East. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for example, lived 
and worked in Rome for more than twenty years. Prompted in 
part by the Roman ruling class’s insistent demand for cultural 
instruction, the official recognition of teachers of rhetoric 
occurred under the Flavian dynasty. In A.D. 74 Vespasian issued 
an edict in which he decreed a tax exemption for those teaching 
rhetoric and grammar in any city of the empire. After that, he 
set up in the capital a professorial chair of Greek eloquence and 
one of Latin eloquence at state expense. In these years a lively 
literary debate is attested, facilitated by the frequent cultural 
exchanges and by the establishment of a culture that was, so to 
speak, fluid and malleable, favourable to encounters and 
mixtures. 


In this debate an important role was played by some 
elements of a different nature. To cite two quite different ones, 
we should remember the improvement in communication 
routes and the road network that was promoted by Augustus 
and the diffusion of the epistolography with rhetorical and 
critical content. These are two factors that made easier the 
cultural exchange between rhetors and intellectuals in various 
cities of the empire. No less weight should be given to the 
intensification of literacy and the book market, which diffused 
ideas, fashions and tendencies. The opportunity to access texts 
was facilitated also by the growth of private libraries (from the 
late Republican Era on, private houses were often planned with 
spaces for libraries), as well as the public ones (the first of them 
all being the ancient and prestigious Library of Alexandria, but 
there were also others, such as those at Pergamum and 
Antioch). According to tradition, the first public library at Rome 
was set up at the wish of Asinius Pollio in 39 B.C. It was followed 
by other initiatives, the main one being that of Augustus, who 
promoted the establishment of a Greek library and a Latin 
library. 

In our introduction to the Imperial Period we mentioned one 
of the main aspects of rhetoric of the Augustan and later 
periods, which embraced the world of letters in its entirety: 
Atticism, i.e. the outlook that led writers to choose the Attic 
authors of the fifth and fourth centuries B.C. as their model for 
style and linguistic choices. 

This phenomenon is part of a more general classicising 
taste, the origins of which we have already discussed in the part 
on the Hellenistic Age (cf. The Hellenistic Age VII 2.2). It is 
important to clarify that Atticism cannot be identified with a 
system or school of rhetoric. It was essentially a phenomenon of 
taste and it took the form of the problem of choosing models, 
above all in its later developments and in the numerous 
differentiations of individual tastes and positions. In the 
Augustan Age, as we shall see shortly, the rhetorical debate 
involved figures of the first rank such as Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, Caecilius of Caleacte and the anonymous author 


of the treatise On the Sublime. 


1.2 Apollodorus of Pergamum and Theodorus of Gadara 


It was long believed possible to interpret a large part of the 
rhetoric of the first century B.C. and the first century A.D. on the 
basis of the controversy between Apollodorus of Pergamum and 
Theodorus of Gadara, teachers of rhetoric at Rome, and 
between their respective schools, the “Apollodorans” and the 
“Theodorans.” Despite the loss of the works by these two 
rhetors and their schools, we are able to reconstruct their 
doctrines at least in some part, thanks to a certain number of 
later testimonia. 

Apollodorus of Pergamum lived between 104 and 22 B.C., 
taught rhetoric at Rome, wrote an Art of Rhetoric (Téxvn) and 
was the teacher of the young Octavian. The approach taken in 
his rhetorical doctrine was strongly rationalistic and was based 
on a rigid idea of the means and goals of eloquence. He 
therefore carefully classified all the parts and kinds of speech, 
with the goal of creating a very detailed system of rules, which 
were to furnish the student constantly with the arguments, 
expedients and stylistic possibilities needed to produce a 
successful oration. 

A different approach was proposed in the rhetoric 
championed by Theodorus of Gadara, who lived between 70 and 
6 B.C. He was the teacher of Tiberius at Rhodes and wrote a 
historical work On Coele Syria, the treatises On History and On the 
State, an Art of Rhetoric and a linguistic manual On the Similarity 
of Languages and on Demonstration. Following an approach 
closer to Stoicism, Theodorus maintained that eloquence had to 
reserve for itself a certain freedom of expression and 
inspiration. He too, naturally, conceived the learning of 
eloquence as the mastery of a techné, yet he did not hold that it 
should dictate rules and norms set out in a rigid and meticulous 
way, but that a degree of space should also be allowed for the 
emotional charge of the /ogos. 

In studies of the history of rhetoric, the controversy between 


the two schools was “dramatised” by the repeated 
generalisations of scholars, until they saw it (groundlessly) as an 
ideological conflict that opposed free and natural inspiration 
(Theodorus) to a rigid, scientific but dry normative system 
(Apollodorus), even seeing it as opposing anomaly to analogy as 
expressions of, respectively, freedom and normativity. All this 
was a gross misunderstanding by historians and critics, and one 
that unfortunately is still sometimes repeated. In reality there 
was a more limited divergence, on some precise points of the 
rhetorical system and the structural scheme of the speech, in 
which Apollodorus granted less freedom than Theodorus. It was 
thus a strictly technical contrast within the school of rhetoric, 
which in all likelihood did not deviate at all, in any of these 
teachers or pupils, from the context of an Atticist classicism that 
was already well on the way to becoming established. 


2 Dionysius of Halicarnassus 


2.1 A key figure 


The most important representative of the rhetorical culture of 
this period is Dionysius of Halicarnassus, active at Rome 
between 30 and 7 B.C., and also a historian of great importance. 
He is the ancient author from whom we have the greatest 
number of preserved works of rhetorical criticism. These form a 
series of essays based on a sharp and rigorous stylistic criticism 
that was firmly anti-Asianist (for Asianist rhetoric cf. The 
Hellenistic Age VII 2.1), since he was one of the most fervent 
proponents of the Atticist taste and tendency. More recent 
research, freed from the prejudices of some nineteenth-century 
philologists who saw in Dionysius above all an insignificant 
Graeculus, has re-evaluated his exceptional role as intellectual 
bridge between Greek and Latin culture, in the important 
crucible of innovation that was Rome of the Augustan Period. 
We know little of his life. It seems that he was born around 
60 B.C. in the same city on the coast of Asia Minor that had also 


given birth to Herodotus, and that at around the age of thirty he 
had moved to Rome, where he supported himself by working as 
a professor of rhetoric and formed links with the main families 
of the city. He belonged to the circle of the jurist Quintus Aelius 
Tubero and was a friend of the rhetor Caecilius of Caleacte. We 
hear nothing more of him after 7 B.C., around which time his 
work on the history of Rome was published. 


2.2 The works 


Dionysius was the author of a Pwyatkh apxatoAoyia, Roman 
Antiquities, which narrated the history of the city from its 
legendary origins to the First Punic War. In this way Dionysius 
linked up from behind to the work of Polybius, who had begun 
with the events of 264 B.C., although Dionysius’ historiography 
is very far removed from the character and pragmatic intentions 
of Polybius’ work. Of the twenty books in which it was 
composed, the first ten and part of the eleventh have survived, 
as well as two late epitomes. It is a historiographical work in 
which the rhetorical and ideological component seems to take 
priority and shape the treatment. More than the truthfulness 
and reliability of the sources, more than the task of 
documentary research, Dionysius was interested in writing a 
history according to the models of language, style and cultural 
outlook of Athens of the fifth and fourth century B.C. To this 
end, annalistic sources are deployed in an uncritical way as 
regards how they correspond to the facts. Nonetheless, 
Dionysius’ Atticism is not rigorous and extreme. In his prose 
many expressions and lexical elements of the Hellenistic koiné 
appear, which sharply undermines the ideal of Attic purity. The 
work is of value predominantly for the fact that it bridges gaps 
in periods, especially in the Archaic Age, that are poorly attested 
by ancient authors and, perhaps above all, for its admiring 
attitude towards Roman history and institutions, with the 
ideological perspective of supporting and boosting the Roman 
Empire in the eyes of the Greeks, essentially on the basis of a 
claim that the Romans were originally Greek. But we will discuss 


this work at more length in the section on historiography (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period III 1.2). 

In this chapter we are concerned in detail with the various 
rhetorical works that have survived, which contain 
simultaneously both theoretical aspects and stylistic analysis. 
Dionysius regarded himself as a rhetor and literary critic (this is 
of course a modern term, but it conveys the idea well enough) 
and the intensity of his interest in studying authors’ style clearly 
shines through his writings (even though the material treated 
may make them seem rather dry). His analysis gives a lot of 
space to the quotation of passages from the authors he 
discusses. For this reason, Dionysius is also a very important 
source of many lost authors, fragments of which he transmits in 
large numbers, some of considerable length. 

The work On Literary Composition (Nepi cuvOEcEWG 
Ovouatwv, De compositione verborum) takes part in the complex 
debate on style that was fairly lively in his time and also included 
the anonymous treatise On the Sublime and the work On Style by 
a certain Demetrius, which we will discuss shortly. Dionysius’ 
treatise is concerned with one of the key topics of ancient 
rhetoric, namely the art of cUvOEotc Ovo atwv (synthesis 
onomatén) or of the arrangement of words in a phrase. 
Dionysius comments on and analyses in detail long passages of 
the best authors, which he proposes for imitation by his pupils, 
with the aim of illustrating which style is suited to each subject. 
The criteria considered concern essentially rhythm and 
euphony, as well as lexical propriety. First of all he defines the 
nature, effects and methods of synthesis, then its goals and the 
means of achieving it. At this point he identifies three types of 
synthesis or armonia (appovia), that is to say, the aural and 
euphonic qualities that characterise the different forms of 
expression: the austere or severe form (aUotepda), represented 
by authors such as Antimachus and Empedocles in epic, 
Aeschylus in tragedy, Antiphon in oratory, Pindar in lyric and 
Thucydides in historiography (he dwells on the last two of these 
with a special analysis); the refined and elegant form (yAapupda), 
typical of Sappho (whose Ode to Aphrodite he records in full), 


Isocrates and Euripides; and the mixed or moderate form 
(eUKpatoc), present in Homer, Stesichorus, Alcaeus, Sophocles, 
Herodotus, Demosthenes and Plato. The closing chapters dwell 
on the relations between prose and poetry and on the possibility 
of assimilation between the two, i.e. a poetic prose and a poetry 
similar to prose. In this final part, too, various fragments of lost 
poetry are recorded. 

The three-book treatise On Imitation, of which we possess 
only fragments, addressed one of the key topics of rhetoric of 
the Imperial Period, namely the theory of mimesis or imitation. 
The basic idea is that one cannot dispense with the close 
familiarity and imitation of the classic authors, in particular the 
Greek ones, with the principal authors being passed in review in 
Book II (both poets and prose authors). Here again we have the 
central problem of the choice of models. Among the authors 
favoured by Dionysius are Demosthenes, for his capacity of 
matching style to circumstance and for the intensity of his 
versatile and emotionally rich periodic style. It was precisely in 
the late Republican and Augustan Period that Demosthenes was 
established as the orator par excellence, both in the Latin world, 
with Cicero, and the Greek one, with Dionysius and the 
anonymous author On the Sublime. 

The survey of works, although summary, reveals the 
intensity of the discussions and the liveliness of the public 
debates about ancient authors, the analysis of their style and 
the question of which models to choose. Dionysius also wrote 
The Ancient Orators in two books, of which the first survives, 
including treatments of Lysias, Isocrates and Isaeus. Of the 
second book, the parts on Hyperides and Aeschines are lost, 
while the section On the Style of Demosthenes is preserved. 
Matching the positive judgement that emerges from the treatise 
On Imitation, Demosthenes is here presented as an orator who 
knew how to choose the best from each style and from all the 
authors, developing an individual style that was able to meet 
any need and personifying the eclectic ideal that Dionysius 
proposes to his ideal pupil. 

Another two monographs by Dionysius on stylistic criticism 


are also preserved: one on Thucydides and one on Dinarchus, 
which is mutilated at the end. Lost are some works in which the 
author, still on the basis of stylistic criteria, treated questions of 
authenticity and attribution (concerning Lysias, Isocrates and 
Demosthenes). Finally, three works take epistolary form: two are 
addressed to his friend Ammaeus and one to a certain Gnaeus 
Pompeius Geminus, probably a Greek who did not live at Rome. 
The first Letter to Ammaeus aims to deny any relation between 
the eloquence of Demosthenes and Aristotelian rhetoric; in the 
second Letter some peculiarities of Thucydides’ style are 
examined. In the Letter to Gnaeus Pompeius Dionysius reprises 
some criticisms of the style of Plato that he had made in the 
essay on Demosthenes and on which he had received 
objections. 


3 The rhetorical and stylistic debate 


3.1 Caecilius of Caleacte 


On this rhetor, younger than Dionysius of Halicarnassus and a 
convinced promoter of Atticism at Rome, we have only very 
meagre notices. According to the Suda lexicon he was of slave 
origin and Jewish faith; his true name had been Archagathus. 
Plutarch, in his biography of Demosthenes, criticised him for 
being too anticonformist, perhaps on account of his innovative 
tendency in establishing models and criteria of stylistic 
composition. His work is completely lost, aside from a few 
fragments. He wrote a treatise Against the Phrygians, in 
Opposition to the Asianist orators, whom he polemically called 
“Phrygians,” and one entitled On What Differentiates the Attic 
Style from the Asian Style. It seems that Caecilius is responsible 
for the first formulation of the canon of the ten Attic orators. 
A large part of Caecilius’ celebrity is derived from the 
polemic launched against his theories in the treatise On the 
Sublime, which attributes to him a similar work on the same 
subject, which is the target of the polemic, and a commentary 


on Lysias. 


3.2 The treatise On the Sublime 


The treatise Nepi WWous (On the Sublime, i.e. concerning the 
problem of stylistic sublimity or of the most elevated style) is 
one of the best known works of rhetoric and stylistic criticism 
from the ancient world. It has come down to us in lacunose form 
and lacking its final part. In the surviving part, it addresses 
varied topics of rhetoric with a critical and stylistic edge and 
sensitivity that has no parallels in Greek and Latin rhetorical 
treatises. The fame of On the Sublime among modern authors 
has been exceptional, to the point that it has obscured other 
rhetorical treatises from the ancient world that are no less 
interesting, though admittedly more dry and schematic. Also 
favouring the anonymous author is the fact that he displays an 
ability to express himself with great succinctness and beauty 
and has been able to turn rhetorical criticism into a work of art 
of a high standard. 

As we mentioned, the treatise was composed as a polemic 
against a work by Caecilius of Caleacte on the same theme, 
which is mentioned at the start of the work: “Caecilius’ little 
treatise on the Sublime (...) appeared to us to fall below the level 
of the subject” (par. 1). In other words, the author believes that 
Caecilius has not succeeded in bringing out the essential points 
of the topic or in providing an adequate explanation of them. 
What the sublime consists in and the means by which it may be 
obtained are the central topic of On the Sublime. According to 
the author, the ability to achieve the sublime resides in innate 
natural gifts, such as high sentiments and the capacity for 
extraordinary sensitivity, but it is not possible to develop or 
realise its potential to the highest level without a suitable 
training. 


The sublime consists “in a consummate excellence and 
distinction of language,” an element that has allowed 
poets and prose authors to reach the summit of their art: 


“For the effect of genius is not to persuade the audience 
but rather to transport them out of themselves.” The 
sublime is thus compared to a lightning bolt that reduces 
to cinders whatever it touches and which focuses the 
entire power of the orator (ch. 1, 3-4). Then a list is given 
of the five sources of the sublime: to aim for elevated 
thoughts; having an attitude that is passionate, vigorous 
and full of enthusiasm; commanding solid competence in 
creating rhetorical figures of thought and of speech; 
expressing oneself in a noble way; and placing the words 
according to a dignified and solemn register (ch. 8). The 
treatise, with its numerous quotations from past authors 
analysed with finesse, provides examples of the rhetorical 
expedients and above all the figures that help to raise the 
tone of a statement (for example metaphors, hyperbaton, 
periphrases and similes); further, it warns against those 
elements that can reduce and lower an elevated style, for 
example the use of a broken or agitated rhythm, of 
members of the period that are too quick or composed 
predominantly of short syllables, since they seem “bolted 
together, as it were, at frequent intervals with rough and 
uneven joins” (ch. 41). The models of On the Sublime are 
Homer, Pindar, Sophocles, Demosthenes and Plato (the 
last of whom had been criticised by Caecilius). The 
author’s judgement on Homer is famous in his 
comparison of the two Homeric poems, according to which 
the Iliad was the work of Homer’s maturity, as befits its 
consistently sublime tension, the passion for military 
ardour, the theme of war and the tendency towards action, 
whereas the Odyssey was the work of the poet’s old age, 
when the taste for storytelling, description and the 
characters’ personalities is preferred: “in the Odyssey one 
may liken Homer to the setting sun; the grandeur remains 
without the intensity” (ch. 9, 13). The final preserved 
chapter (ch. 44) speaks of the causes of the decadence of 
oratory in the author’s own times: an anonymous 
philosopher who is his interlocutor maintains that the 
cause is political, namely the vanishing of democratic 
liberty, the only sustenance for great political oratory; the 
author himself, to the contrary, speaks of a moral cause, 
which he identifies in an excessive love of money and 


pleasure that pushes every other value into second place. 


The problem of the identity of the author has always been 
central to critical debate on the text. It is in fact difficult to set 
the treatise in a precise critical or rhetorical tendency, except for 
the open polemic with Caecilius. The manuscript tradition 
attributes the treatise to a Dionysius Longinus, an author who 
has not been identified with any person otherwise known (this 
attribution is the source of the conventional name “Pseudo- 
Longinus” by which the treatise is sometimes cited). In the past 
there was a tendency to identify this Longinus with Cassius 
Longinus, a rhetor of the third century, minister of Zenobia, 
queen of the city of Palmyra. However, this theory has been 
abandoned for some time: the cultural climate that emerges 
from the treatise, the importance assigned to pathos and to the 
emotion that words can arouse, as well as the observations on 
the grandeur of thought that elevates the spoken word, as well 
as other elements, cannot be dated to such a late period. The 
attribution offered by the manuscript tradition has been 
explained as arising from someone who did not know the 
author of the treatise and decided to attribute it conjecturally to 
two of the most eminent critics and rhetors of the ancient world, 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus and Cassius Longinus. This person 
would thus have written the alternative “Dionysius or 
Longinus,” as is found at the end of the contents summary of 
the Paris manuscript that transmits the work, where folio 1 
reads Atovuotou fF Aoyyivou Trepi WWouc (“On the Sublime by 
Dionysius or Longinus”), whereas in the same codex at the start 
of the treatise (folio 178¥) the title is Alovuoiou Aoyyivou Ttepi 
UWous (“On the Sublime by Dionysius Longinus”). The next step 
would thus have been the loss of the disjunctive “or” and so the 
emergence of a non-existent “Dionysius Longinus.” However, 
there are also scholars who believe that this was the correct 
name of the author: a rhetor called Dionysius Longinus of whom 
we have lost all other trace, as has indeed happened to various 
others. Other proposals that have been advanced identify the 
author with the rhetors Hermagoras or Theon. Today the 


problem of authorship in the strict sense appears less dramatic, 
since scholars prefer to focus on the dating and on placing the 
work into a precise cultural context, which seems much more 
important than the mere attribution of a name. The most recent 
scholarship holds that the author was a Greek who was certainly 
active at Rome, with a preference for placing him in the cultural 
climate of the Augustan Age or a little later, in the first half of 
the first century A.D., which sets him in the context of the 
rhetorical and stylistic debate that we have been examining here 
and the discussion of models of style in the context of Atticism. 


3.3 Demetrius 


An interesting stylistic treatise entitled Nepi Epunvetac, On Style, 
known also by the Latin title De elocutione, has survived with 
attribution to a Demetrius, who was confused in the ancient 
world with Demetrius of Phaleron, though the work has nothing 
to do with him (cf. The Classical Age XIII 3.8.2). 

The content of the work has no parallels with the Aristotelian 
work of the same name. It is devoted entirely to problems of 
style and establishes a system (distinctive to this work) that 
considers four styles or yapaktfpEc (charaktéres): the simple or 
plain (ioyvoc), the elevated or solemn (ueyaAorttpettc), the 
vehement or terrifying (Setvdc) and the elegant or refined 
(yAapupos), which are illustrated in detail with numerous 
quotations from classical authors, among whom the most 
prominent are Homer, Xenophon and Demosthenes. We know 
nothing of Demetrius nor of the period in which his treatise was 
written, with scholars ranging between the Hellenistic Age (in a 
Peripatetic context) and the first to second century A.D. The 
language and style of the work, which contains numerous post- 
classical forms, seems to give more support to the latter theory. 


4 The spread of rhetoric in the Imperial Period 


From the Augustan Period onwards, rhetoric had been 


establishing itself as the dominant discipline both in education 
and in culture, while the teachers of eloquence saw their role 
recognised both by the authorities and by the public, which 
often arrived en masse to attend the declamations. The schools 
of rhetoric were the principal centres of culture and cultural 
debate and remained so through to the Late Antique Period. As 
is evident from the Institutio oratoria of Quintilian, interest 
centred on the didactic and pedagogical problem, on the ethical 
goal of the rhetor’s intervention in society, and on his relation to 
power. All this was thanks to an unprecedented diffusion of 
rhetorical teaching into all the regions of the Roman Empire and 
also to a notable circulation of books and letters of literary 
critical content. 

Rhetoric had long before definitively ceased to intervene 
directly in political life and see it as its principal goal, and had 
instead become the general, shared basis of the cultivated 
person’s education. Rhetorical and philological studies in this 
period are marked by a strongly technical cast: an interest in 
complex problems is dominant, such as those concerning 
figures (oynpata) and tropes (tpdrtot). Authors such as 
Hermogenes reached an extraordinary level of abstraction and 
systematic rationalisation of the discipline (an element that 
found success also among the Neoplatonic philosophers). 
Together with its technical character, which definitively fixed the 
terminology and norms of the system, in rhetoric both in Greek 
and in Latin a tendency to erudition became established in both 
education and research: the preservation and imitation of 
models from the past are aspects that became ever more 
strongly rooted and wholly indispensable. 

In school-teaching what dominated was a rhetorical practice 
that was based essentially on two tools: the preparatory 
exercises (TlpoyUUVaouata), whose fundamental elements were 
narration (Sufynua), comparison (ovyKptotc), and description 
(Ekppaotc); and the fictitious declamations (ueAetat), through 
which the skills acquired were demonstrated by putting into 
practice the results of the exercises. However, it cannot be 
denied that in this period, too, the majority of the output has 


been lost and the surviving works are often lacunose or 
reworked by later authors. For example, two significant 
rhetorical manuals have come down to us in the form of a 
summary: this is the case with the treatise On Figures by 
Alexander, son of Numenius, who lived around the mid-second 
century A.D., and the so-called Anonymus Seguerianus, a text of 
the third century on the parts of the speech, taking its name 
from its first modern editor (Séguier de St. Brisson, who 
published it in 1840). 

Among the better attested works, we note the collection of 
progymnasmata, the earliest of which goes back to Aelius Theon, 
a rhetor from Alexandria who lived in the first century A.D. His 
preparatory exercises, which gave students the means to 
compose various types of oratorical passage, were arranged by 
level of difficulty. Later they were superseded by the 
Progymnasmata of Aphthonius of Antioch (fourth to fifth 
century), whose work was widely used in the Byzantine Period, 
and by that of the sophist Nicholas of Myra (fifth century). 

An author who has been notably re-evaluated by recent 
scholarship is Menander Rhetor, from Laodicea (on the river 
Lycus in Asia Minor), who lived in the late third and early fourth 
century. He wrote commentaries, all of which are lost, on 
Hermogenes of Tarsus (see next section), on the Progymnasmata 
of Minucianus of Athens (a rhetor of the second century, also 
author of a rhetorical techné: nothing of his work survives), on 
Demosthenes and on Aelius Aristides. Two surviving treatises 
are attributed to Menander, both of them concerning the 
composition of epideictic speeches. In the first one we read the 
rules for composing eulogies of gods, cities and regions, in the 
second those for composing speeches for public and private 
occasions of various kinds. 

Once again the panorama that opens before us is very 
incomplete due to the loss of the majority of the original works. 
We can hardly form an idea of the liveliness and richness of the 
ideas about rhetoric in this period, which the indirect tradition 
attests for us but which have inevitably been flattened and 
homogenised in the repertoires compiled for schools that have 


survived. 


5 Hermogenes of Tarsus 


The fate of the rhetorical production of the Imperial Period was 
in part escaped by Hermogenes, whose work, for its originality 
and strongly rationalist foundation, appealed to the Neoplatonic 
philosophers and profoundly influenced later rhetors. From this 
rhetor, born at Tarsus in Cilicia, who lived roughly between 160 
and 240, we in fact still have five treatises: On the Staseis (i.e. the 
status, the essential points and qualifications of a speech) and 
On the Ideas, both of which are certainly authentic; and also 
Progymnasmata, On Invention and On the Method of Eloquence, 
whose authorship is debated. Taken as a whole, these works 
constitute a sort of rhetorical techné, which provided a complete 
training course for an orator, from the preparatory exercises to 
the stylistic categories called “ideas” in the sense of “forms” of 
style. 

Hermogenes’ method marks a break from previous authors. 
He considers rhetoric to be a science, an émtothun (epistémeé), of 
which he is undertaking the rigorous rational systematisation. 
Its fundamental parts, inventio and elocutio, are therefore 
analysed by beginning from abstract principles of universal 
validity. The texts, i.e. the written or oral utterances that fall 
under our experience and analysis, are none other than the 
concrete realisation of abstract categories, realisation that takes 
place through the combination of possible stylistic choices. 
These categories are called “ideas,” i.e. abstract forms that 
constitute a sort of stylistic potentiality. There are seven of 
them: clarity (capnveta), beauty (kaAAoc), grandeur (ueye8oc), 
vigour (yopyotns), character (n80c), truth (GAn8_eta) and the 
effectiveness of eloquence (Setvotns). The last of these is 
perfect, because it results from the combination of the others. If 
these are defined with maximum precision, each one can be 
pursued by the orator by applying in successive stages the rules 
of combination prescribed by the techné. 


The novelty of Hermogenes consists in his rejection of 
literary criticism based on the method of critical comparison and 
stylistic analysis of texts of the authors, as practised for example 
by Dionysius of Halicarnassus or Demetrius in On Style (and 
which goes back to Aristotle's Rhetoric). Hermogenes instead 
proposes an abstract study of the stylistic forms in their 
essence. In his works, therefore, we do not find any type of 
illustration based on quotations from authors. With him a real 
change in outlook occurs, by which rhetorical doctrine becomes 
a rarefied science and arrives at total abstraction, detached from 
the use of concrete examples that would be provided by contact 
with texts. Instead he offers a set of essential norms, intended 
to be exhaustive and able to be applied always and everywhere, 
like an art of combining elements from a pre-established grid. 
Yet, despite the substantially theoretical approach, even in 
Hermogenes the idea of the “model” retains its full force: the 
paradigmatic author is Homer, followed by Plato and 
Demosthenes. 

The influence of Hermogenes on later rhetoric was 
exceptional, if one bears in mind that his ideas were widely 
adopted by Aphthonius in the fourth century and cited and 
commented upon without interruption into the Byzantine Era. 
The Suda lexicon calls Hermogenes’ work “the manual that 
everyone has in their hands.” 


III Historiography 


1 Historiography in the Augustan and Imperial 
Periods 


1.1 A Romanocentric historiography 


1.1.1 The legacy of Hellenistic historiography 


The central focus of much Greek historiography of the later 
Hellenistic Age, at varying levels of explicitness and elaboration, 
had been the expansion of Rome’s rule and its consolidation as 
hegemonic power in the Mediterranean area, which was already 
seen as the unifying aspect on which the historical development 
hinged. The main themes treated by historiography in Greek, 
both in pro-Roman writings and in covertly or avowedly anti- 
Roman ones, had been varied: the political and ethical problems 
connected to Rome and its rule over the known world, with the 
changes this had brought about in civic structure throughout 
the world and in the conquered territories (contacts with new 
peoples in East and West, changes in political and economic 
structures, habits of thought and cultural reference-points), the 
legitimacy of power and of the Roman claim to command the 
world and how to understand and justify this imposing 
phenomenon (the right of the strongest or the right of the best? 
and in this case: who were the best, and why?). It is obvious that 
in the Imperial Period historians’ horizons became ever more 
firmly and naturally Romanocentric. 

Broadly speaking, in the final century of the Hellenistic Age 
themes treated included the moral decadence and corruption of 
the political class, greed for power and riches and the 
exploitation of the provinces by misgovernment and oppression 
that caused anti-Roman revolts, at times open, at times more 
covert. These were topics that prompted reflection on the ways 
in which Rome exercised its rule, but also offered valid grounds 
to feed anti-Roman public debate and historiography (such as 
the pro-Mithridates and pro-Parthian historiography), in which 
political motives were not absent, including in the attitudes of 
the more humble classes and the mass of the people (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age X 3.5). One instance of this centrifugal tendency is 
the voice of the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, who lived in 
the first century A.D. and took part as an officer in the Jewish 
revolt against Roman rule that culminated in the destruction of 
the Temple at Jerusalem and the Jewish diaspora (A.D. 70). 


Through his own experience of political and military 
engagement, he worked out an advanced concept of the empire 
as being based on violence against the subjugated (who 
therefore had no other option but to maintain moderate 
positions in relation to the conqueror) and in his Jewish War he 
argued polemically against pro-Roman historiography (we will 
treat Flavius Josephus in the section on Judaeo-Hellenistic 
literature: cf. The Roman Imperial Period V1 1.2). 

Already in the time of Augustus, as we will see shortly (but 
cf. also above), the anti-Roman tendencies provoked a reaction 
from Dionysius of Halicarnassus, author of the Roman 
Antiquities. In his interpretation, the thesis that the Romans were 
Originally Greek made it possible to regard the history of Rome 
as an integral part of the history of Greece. It was thus possible 
to understand the empire, which had been brought by Augustus 
to the highest degree of ecumenical power, as a new cultural 
unity centred on the values of the classical Greek world. They 
were guaranteed by the rule of Rome in harmony with the 
educated upper classes of the Greek eastern provinces, which 
were an organic part of its political and social structure. 


1.1.2 The establishment of a universal culture 


This positive, universalistic vision of the empire (conquered by 
force of arms but thereafter characterised by government 
exercised by persuasion and built upon reconciliation, peace and 
social stability) was founded already on the first achievements of 
Augustus. Shared in its essential aspects by Nicolaus of 
Damascus and Philo of Alexandria, for example, from then on 
this vision was steadily consolidated by many Greek intellectuals 
(there are explicit testimonies to it in the speeches On Kingship 
by Dio of Prusa and in the Encomium to Rome by Aelius Aristides) 
and would become ever more firmly established as the basis of 
Greek pagan historiography in the second and third centuries, 
which as a general rule reflects the outlooks of the upper 
classes, already conscious of belonging to a single imperial 


ruling class. This Greek historiography about Rome is of great 
importance also in light of the fact that Latin historiography 
after Tacitus (who died probably around 117) did not produce 
significant works, aside from imperial biographies, until 
Ammianus Marcellinus, a Syrian of Greek language and culture 
who wrote in Latin in the fourth century, connecting with the 
end of Tacitus’ Historiae. 

On these ideological foundations it was possible for history 
to be conceived and written in much the same way as politics 
was lived: the most important historians of the period mostly 
came from the eastern, culturally Greek provinces, almost 
always had political experience themselves and so had concrete 
knowledge of the current problems in the life of the empire. The 
predominant historiographical model hence follows the 
pragmatic tradition of Thucydides and Polybius, a model firmly 
linked to contemporary reality and to the actions that were or 
could be exercised upon it. This idea of historiography does not 
necessarily require that it recount facts contemporary to the 
historian. It was also possible to draw experiences from the past 
that were relevant to the present and to current problems, and 
any historiographical theme could be animated by a moral and 
civil sense, by a direct or indirect political commitment. 


1.2 Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
1.2.1 Rhetor and historian 


When we sketched the profile of Dionysius of Halicarnassus as 
rhetor and literary scholar, we noted that in the years of the 
Augustan principate he was active at Rome, where he supported 
himself by working as a professor of rhetoric. We do not know if 
the historian Livy was among those who he met in Rome, but it 
is certain that Dionysius was able to use at least the first books 
of Livy’s immense work, which was published gradually from 25 
B.C. onwards and whose first fifteen books treated the same 
period as Dionysius’ work. 


1.2.2 The historiographical work 


Dionysius’ Roman Antiquities, Pwyuatkr apxatoAoyia, probably 
published in 7 B.C., treated in twenty books the history of Rome 
from its origins to the start of the First Punic War (264 B.C.). It 
thus completed, from behind, the narrative of Polybius, setting 
out the history of Rome from the start to the point at which 
Polybius’ work began. Books I-X survive whole, Book XI with 
lacunae and there are fragments and extracts from the others. 
Book I is devoted to the historical problem of the origins of 
Rome, which was quite contested during the Augustan Period 
and was inevitably loaded with important ideological and 
symbolic meanings, Books II-IV tell the history of the regal 
period, while the later books concern the Republican Era, down 
to the First Punic War. 

Book I addresses the topic of the prehistory and foundation 
of Rome. It includes a lengthy discussion of the traditions and 
legends of Italian ethnography, based on the examination of 
very varied sources, especially annals, but also with reflections 
on language, topography and archaeology. This draws a picture 
(in which the model of Roman antiquarianism of the first 
century B.C. can be detected, above all that of Varro) in which 
the history of the individual peoples of prehistoric Italy leads to 
the image of Rome as having been born out of a fusion of 
peoples who were Greek or of Greek origin and had gradually 
come to the land of Italy (this migration theory, well known to 
Greek history and ethnography, explained the composite 
character of the Roman population). 

Writing at a time when there was great interest in the 
Etruscans, Dionysius shows that he is properly informed about 
them. Although he is using an annalistic source that is aligned 
against them, he reveals sympathy for the Etruscans (as was 
already the case in Posidonius: cf. The Hellenistic Age X 3.1). 
Further, he rejects the widespread theory, accepted by Varro, 
that the Etruscans were Pelasgians and hence Greeks; similarly 
he rejects the theory of Herodotus that they were of Lydian 
origin. Instead he maintains that they were autochthonous to 


Italy, a view that tends to create a clear distinction between 
Etruscans on one side and Greek-Romans on the other. 

For the periods after the origins, less space is given to this 
type of innovative research and it leads only to supplements, 
adjustments and corrections to the picture that had hitherto 
been offered by the historical tradition, which could no longer 
be overturned. Dionysius is conscious of having no real 
predecessors in Greek in treating Italian ethnography and the 
history of archaic Rome. He rejects both purely constitutional 
histories and simple annalistic lists of facts. Nonetheless, the 
Roman annals were in fact the only model to which he could 
refer and the only pool of information on which he could draw in 
a serious way. His scrupulous but generally uncritical use of the 
sources allows us to recover part of the Roman annalistic 
tradition, beginning from the second-century authors writing in 
Greek, whose outlooks he seems to have preserved by following 
their organisation. 

Characteristic of his work are the comparisons made 
between Roman and Greek institutions, which were already 
found in the works of Cato and Varro but which are here 
expanded thanks to Dionysius’ taste for institutional and 
religious problems: with this topic too he wants to demonstrate 
the Greekness of the Romans and their superiority. The basis of 
the work is in fact the proposal to demonstrate that the Romans 
were originally Greeks. By this means Dionysius was able to 
overcome the opposition between the Greek and the Roman 
world, which had provoked hostility and entrenched positions in 
historiography too. He thus places himself in the centripetal 
tendency of Greek historiography, which sought to trace back to 
Greece the peoples with whom Greeks came into contact. The 
earliest Roman historiography too, responding to specific 
political and diplomatic intentions, had sought to set the origins 
of Rome in close relation to the Greek world (Fabius Pictor, Cato, 
Varro). Dionysius’ interpretation of Roman history is, among 
other things, a recognition of greatness of Rome while 
reconciling this with the pre-eminence of Greek civilisation. 

Dionysius belongs to a strand of rhetorical historiography 


and has clear sympathies for dramatic historiography, with 
Theopompus as its model (cf. The Classical Age XI 2.6). At times 
he engages in polemic with the criticisms made against 
Theopompus by Polybius. Dionysius’ rhetorical and literary 
works, which were produced at the same time as he was 
working on the Roman history, are, so to speak, the 
methodological laboratory in which he refined his study of 
models, worked out his stylistic and rhetorical theories and 
theories of compositional technique and reconsidered the 
means and goals of historical narrative. In particular the 
speeches, of which there are many in the work, echo the 
imitation of Thucydides, Demosthenes and Isocrates. They are 
generally reworkings of the speeches that Dionysius found in his 
sources, as can be seen from many of the questions they 
address, which are connected to Roman history of the second 
and first century B.C. 


1.3 Greek historians of the Imperial Period 
1.3.1 Appian of Alexandria 


What we know of Appian derives from his own work and from 
the letters of Fronto, the Latin rhetor (ca. A.D. 100-170) who was 
his contemporary and whose partially extant correspondence 
also contains a letter from Appian to Fronto. Born at latest in 
A.D. 96 at Alexandria, he died around 165. At Alexandria he 
moved up through the stages of a brilliant political career until 
his skill in forensic eloquence led him to Rome, where he 
pleaded cases in the presence of the emperors and was made 
procurator Augusti thanks to the intercession of Fronto. 

The Roman History was Appian’s principal work. In the 
preface to it, the author speaks of his Autobiography, which is 
unfortunately lost and was unknown already to the Byzantine 
patriarch Photius, in whose Library we find a precious epitome of 
the History. The work consisted of twenty-four books, thirteen of 
which survive only as fragments or in the epitome of Photius. 


What is preserved is, as well as the prologue, Books VI, VII, the 
first part of VII, the second part of IX, the first part of XI, XII and 
XIII-XVII (the civil wars). In this work, which began from the 
Origins of Rome and went down as far as Trajan, Appian wanted 
to compare the valour of the Romans with that of other nations 
and he divides the narrative by the provinces acquired from time 
to time by the empire. The result of this is a sort of collection of 
histories, the sequence of which is dictated by the chronological 
succession of the first hostile contacts by the Romans with each 
nation, within which is set the history of the civil wars, with the 
narrative ordered by the protagonists. The final book aims to 
demonstrate the current military and economic power of the 
Romans. Here and there, some interesting autobiographical 
references are brought to light. 


In the preface, after briefly describing the borders reached 
by the empire and the peoples over which it ruled anda 
very quick overall sketch of Roman history, the author 
refers to the imperial polity, praising it as unequalled in 
extent and duration and comparing the glory of Rome with 
the experiences of Greek and Asian, Macedonian and 
Egyptian hegemony. Luck and wisdom, united into an 
unbeatable ardour, had allowed the Romans to achieve 
their current greatness. 


Book I tells the events of the regal period. The narrative 
begins with Aeneas who, after long wanderings, lands at 
Laurentum, marries Lavinia and founds the city of 
Lavinium; on the death of his father-in-law Faunus, Aeneas 
succeeds him in the kingdom and names his subjects 
Latins. Three years later he is killed by the Rutuli and is 
succeeded by Ascanius, who dies four years later after 
founding Alba and is succeeded by Silvius. The genealogy 
from Silvius to Numitor and Amulius leads down to the 
birth of Romulus and Remus to Rhea Silvia (they are thus 
descendants of Aeneas through their mother and of 
unknown family on their father’s side). Next follows the 
period of the seven kings of Rome, with the hostilities 
between the Romans and Sabines. Book II, which bears the 


title The Italian Book, surveys famous episodes and figures 
of archaic Rome, including the war with the Volsci, 
Coriolanus, Publicola, Valeria, the Fabii, Appius Claudius, 
Camillus and Marcus Manlius. Book III, The Samnite Book, 
takes as its subject the wars fought by Rome against the 
Samnites, with the related conflict with Tarentum and King 
Pyrrhus. Book IV, The Celtic Book, tells of the Gauls’ sack of 
Rome and other campaigns against Rome, until reaching 
the Gallic campaigns of Caesar. Book V, The Sicilian and 
Island Book, concerns the Roman occupation of Sicily. 


With Book VI, devoted to Roman ventures into Spain, 
Rome’s horizons widen to encompass the European 
continent and the fateful and decisive confrontation with 
Carthaginian power. Book VII is on the figure of Hannibal 
and Book VIII on the conquest of Carthage and Numidia. 
The Roman ventures into Macedonia and Illyria take up 
Book IX, those in Greece and Asia Book X, those in Syria 
Book XI; Book XII discusses relations with King Mithridates. 


Books XIII to XVII have as their subject the civil wars 
fought at Rome between the late second and first century 
B.C. It is our only continuous account of the era from the 
Gracchi to the battle of Actium. Appian’s attention is on 
the effects provoked by the civil wars in the provinces, on 
the acceleration of the process of annexation of Egypt and 
on the slippage, connected to that, of the constitutional 
form towards a monarchical system. 


Books XVIII-XXI are on Egypt. Book XXII includes the 
events of the first century of the empire. The final Books 
XXIII and XXIV are on Dacia and Arabia respectively, as well 
as showing the current military and economic power of the 
Romans. 


Appian depends on earlier sources, but it should be recognised 
that he has the knowledge to draw on valid sources for the 
history of the provinces and to use this material shrewdly. For 
the parts concerning the Late Republican Age he reveals 
awareness of how economic, political and social forces interact. 


His work is also the first overall evaluation of Rome from the 
point of view of the provinces. The architecture of his historical 
account, based on the progressive annexation of the regional 
areas reduced to Roman provinces, recalls the model of 
Herodotus, whose influence, alongside that of Thucydides and 
Xenophon, is highlighted also in Appian’s language and style. 

However, his style does not imitate any particular historian, 
nor is it marked by an intransigent Atticism. While he avoids 
hiatus (which was felt to be aurally harsh) and uses a classicising 
phrasing, the use of participles and prepositions recalls the 
koiné. Influence from Latin is detectable in the formation of 
compounds, the meaning of certain terms and the syntax, as 
well as, obviously, in admitting transliterated Latin terms. 


1.3.2 Arrian of Nicomedia 


Lucius Flavius Arrianus was born at Nicomedia, capital of 
Bithynia, into a local aristocratic family. Since he held the 
consulate in A.D. 130, his date of birth must be placed between 
A.D. 85 and 90. His entirely Greek background led him to 
perceive Roman culture as something foreign, but his name 
implies that his family, which must have belonged to the social 
elite of Nicomedia, had received the Roman citizenship in the 
Flavian Era. From an early age he attended the lectures of 
Epictetus, with whom he stayed in Nicopolis for some time, 
developing interests of a philosophical character. He held 
priesthoods and civic offices and also held military positions of 
some importance in the Roman army in the Danube area. He 
visited Athens, where he was initiated into the Eleusinian 
mysteries; it seems that he was part of the circle of Gaius 
Avidius Nigrinus, Roman legate in Achaea. During the reign of 
Trajan he formed family ties with the future emperor Hadrian, 
either through their shared friendship with Epictetus or perhaps 
during his stay at Athens. With Hadrian’s accession to the 
throne, the doors of the Senate were opened to him despite that 
fact that he was damaged by Nigrinus’ fall from grace, proving 


that his ties to the princeps were already very strong. Various 
documentary traces have led to the theory that he held 
prestigious positions within the emperor’s entourage. He was 
consul suffectus in A.D. 129 or 130; after the consulate he 
obtained the consular governorship of Cappadocia, which he 
held for at least six years, until 137, distinguishing himself in 
military ventures of some prominence. His proconsulate ended 
before the death of Hadrian (A.D. 138) and we know no more 
about his public career. He retired to Athens, where he received 
honorary citizenship and was eponymous archon in 145/6. He 
perhaps lived until the reign of Marcus Aurelius, who ascended 
the throne in 161. 

Arrian began to write in his youth and he gained a certain 
fame above all in philosophical studies, for having published his 
notes from the lectures of Epictetus as well as composing some 
works of his own. The teaching of Epictetus prompted the 
writing of two short works on philosophical topics: the 
compendium of ethics called the Enchiridion (“manual,” 
translated into Latin by Angelo Poliziano and into Italian by 
Giacomo Leopardi) and the Discourses. The latter were in eight 
or twelve books (four of them survive): Arrian asserts that he 
has limited himself to recording the teacher’s lessons, without 
literary elaboration, and that he decided to publish because his 
youthful notes had already been put into circulation in some 
way. Of Arrian’s lost philosophical works what has survived are 
fragments of essays on meteorology entitled On Celestial Things 
and On Comets, which show that he did not limit himself to 
questions of ethics but also discussed problems of natural 
philosophy. 

The figure of Arrian is for us associated above all with his 
historiographical work, in particular his works on Alexander the 
Great: the Anabasis of Alexander and the Indica. The two works 
contain cross-references and the author probably planned them 
together. In particular, the treatments of the geography of India 
in the two works are clearly complementary, since we find in 
them different material from the same sources distributed 
between the two works. 


The main one of these works has been known since the 
Byzantine Era as the Anabasis of Alexander, a title that may not 
go back to the author, but could have been modelled on the 
Anabasis of Xenophon, who set the pattern also for the 
subdivision into seven books. The work is based essentially on 
the accounts of Ptolemy and Aristobulus, chosen as custodians 
of the genuine tradition about Alexander out of the many 
available sources (cf. The Hellenistic Age VIII 1.3). The Anabasis is 
intended as a literary monument to the achievements of the 
Macedonian king. Arrian declares that he is certain that his work 
will meet with success and will set an end to the falsehoods that 
are told about the great commander. It may be presumed that 
the work ought to be dated to the final years of the reign of 
Trajan, when Arrian was around thirty and was already a mature 
and successful writer. In fact, the work’s qualities made it an 
admired model of historiography already in antiquity. 

The historians of the Imperial Period had the habit of 
postponing notices about themselves until after the first 
chapters of their work. In chapter 12 of Book I of the Anabasis, 
Arrian states that he has no need to give his name: what is 
important is his work, which will be the celebration of Alexander 
just as Homer's work is the celebration of Achilles. He feels fully 
capable of such a work, worthy of the first rank in Greek letters, 
just as Alexander was in arms. 

A sort of supplement to the Anabasis is offered by the Indica 
(IvétKh Euyypagn), which in the manuscript tradition forms in 
practice the continuation (placed as an eighth book) of the 
Anabasis. It is written in Ionic dialect, in homage to the archaic 
tradition of historical ethnography. The first detailed description 
of India that we posses is that of Herodotus, but the region must 
have been described by Scylax of Caryanda and naturally it had 
a place in the Periégésis of Hecataeus of Miletus. Thereafter, 
Ctesias of Cnidus had composed a Description of the Earth anda 
monograph entitled Indica. From Ctesias until the expedition of 
Alexander, there seem to have been no new contributions to 
Greek knowledge of India. In the Hellenistic Age Indica were 
composed by Megasthenes, who between 302 and 297 B.C. took 


part in numerous embassies to the Indian king Chandragupta 
on behalf of the king Seleucus Nicator. In the Hellenistic Era a 
geographical tradition also began (Agatharchides, Eratosthenes) 
in which the Indian region was not absent. The Hellenistic 
tradition on India finally reached the writers of the Roman and 
Imperial Periods from Strabo to Pomponius Mela to Pliny the 
Elder. From the late first century A.D. is the Periplus of the Red 
Sea, which is very rich in precise indications for the traveller. The 
geographical data were then systematised in the Geography of 
Claudius Ptolemaeus (second century A.D.; see below IV 4). 

Arrian’s work treated the return voyage of Alexander's royal 
fleet from the mouth of the Indus to the Persian Gulf. The 
account is preceded by a description of India (chapters 1-17), 
which is a second-hand report (Arrian does not appear to have 
ever visited these regions) and is based on a critical use of 
previous sources (Ctesias, Onesicritus, Nearchus, Megasthenes, 
Eratosthenes). For the account of the journey (ch. 18-43) the 
author follows the logbook of Nearchus, as is reflected in the 
monotonous style and formulae, which are repetitive and so 
give the account a reliable tone. The choice of the Ionic dialect is 
linked to the ancient character of the literary genre of the 
periplus and travel account, which was traditionally Ionic, but 
Arrian’s language is a mannered Ionic that seems not to have 
any correspondence with linguistic reality nor to follow precise 
or rigid norms. 

Recorded among Arrian’s lost works are two biographies 
(Timoleon and Dion), a History of the Diadochi in ten books and 
two ethnographic works entitled Bithyniaca and Parthica. As well 
as the works connected with the figure of Alexander the Great, 
also preserved are a Periplus of the Black Sea, the work The Order 
of Battle Against the Alans and an Essay on Tactics. Dated to 136/7, 
the latter work expounds some principles of Greek and 
Macedonian tactics and provides a vivid description of the 
training methods of the Roman auxiliary cavalry. The author 
praises the alacrity with which the Romans assimilated the 
tactics of others and the innovations introduced by Hadrian 
after the conflicts with the Armenians and Parthians. The work 


ends with a panegyric of Hadrian (ch. 44). 

We have already mentioned the use of the Ionic dialect in 
the History of India. More generally, the most characteristic trait 
of Arrian’s style is his conscious and proud imitation of 
Xenophon, whose very name Arrian liked to bestow on himself: 
the later tradition records that he was known as the “new 
Xenophon.” Proof of his favoured connection with this Athenian 
historian emerges from the works themselves: Xenophon’s 
account of the journey of the Ten Thousand is a constant source 
of inspiration for the narration of the exploits of Alexander. 
Further, imitation of Xenophon is clear and explicit in the 
Periplus of the Black Sea and in the Cynegeticus, while Xenophon’s 
Agesilaus may have inspired the lost biographies of Timoleon 
and Dion. 


1.3.3 Cassius Dio 


The large amount of information that we possess about Cassius 
Dio’s life comes from his own historical work (Books 71-80). He 
too (like Arrian) was born in Bithynia, at Nicaea, around A.D. 155 
(or in 163/4), into an affluent family of high social class. His 
father Cassius Apronianus was a senator and governor of Cilicia 
and of Dalmatia. Any family relation with the great rhetor Dio of 
Prusa, which some have attributed to him, is very uncertain, 
however. He must have gained the favour of Hadrian and the 
other emperors of the second century, in a period of economic 
and cultural prosperity, in which the Greek and eastern world 
aroused great interest. We know nothing of Cassius Dio’s 
education, except that he must have also pursued the study of 
law, since he states that he had worked as an advocate under 
Pertinax. He made a long series of journeys and in 180, the year 
of Marcus Aurelius’ death, he was at Rome. It is not certain 
whether he was already a senator by that year or if his career 
began only in the reign of Commodus, who held power from 
180. 

With the era of Commodus things changed suddenly for the 


worse, but Cassius Dio managed to maintain his position as 
senator. Pertinax honoured him in various ways and made him 
praetor. He made it through the very brief reign of Didius 
Julianus unscathed (28 March-2 June, A.D. 193), although he had 
some fear of him since he had attacked him in court cases. 
Under Septimius Severus (193-211) the initial hopes for an 
improvement in the political climate were followed by 
disappointment, when the emperor’s autocratic tendencies and 
character became clear. It appears that at that time he had been 
sidelined and his career had suffered a kind of “freeze” between 
195/6 and 217, but some scholars place Cassius Dio’s first 
consulate in the reign of Septimius Severus itself. The misdeeds 
of Caracalla, too, were given an appropriate treatment in the 
History of Cassius Dio, whose relations with this emperor were 
largely cool. 

In 217 he was at Rome, where he heard the proclamation of 
Macrinus’ elevation to the throne. He passed a judgement on 
this emperor that was not entirely negative and received from 
him the position of curator of Pergamum and of Smyrna, where 
he spent the winter of 218-219 and from where he returned to 
his native city of Nicaea to recover from a sudden illness. He 
then held office in Africa (223) as legate or proconsul. He was 
linked by both friendship and collaboration with the mild and 
cultivated emperor Severus Alexander (222-235). On returning 
from Africa he was sent as /egatus Augusti pro praetore to 
Dalmatia (224-225) and to Pannonia Superior (226-228), where 
he lost the sympathy of the troops due to the rigid discipline he 
imposed on them. In 229 he had the privilege of holding the 
consulate alongside the emperor. After this he left Rome and 
retired definitively to Nicaea, the city of his birth, where he 
dedicated himself to the composition of his historical work. He 
died around 230. 

Dio’s weighty Roman History consisted of eighty books and 
covers the chronological span from the landing of Aeneas in 
Italy to A.D. 229. Surviving out of these, though with some 
lacunae, are Books XXXVI-LX, on the events from 68 B.C. to A.D. 
47, and fragments of other books. Additionally, the contents of 


the work are known through some compendia of the Byzantine 
Period. A compendium of Books XXXVI-LXXX was made in the 
eleventh century by the Byzantine historian Johannes Xiphilinus. 
Based in part on this compendium by Xiphilinus is another 
compendium by Johannes Zonaras (twelfth century), concerning 
Books I-XXI (events down to 146 B.C.) and XLIV-LXXX, which 
Zonaras inserted into his Universal History. Finally, substantial 
passages of the work have been preserved in the Excerpta 
Constantiniana, compiled in the tenth century by order of the 
Byzantine emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus. 


The chronological criterion adopted by Dio is annalistic in 
type, based as far as possible on the succession of the 
consuls, even in the Imperial Period. The narrative is 
subdivided into decades like those of the Roman historian 
Livy. Books I-II told of the settlement of the Trojans in 
Latium and the regal period of Roman history. With Book 
III the history of the Republican Period began. The second 
decade started with the First Punic War (Book XI) and the 
following decade with the Third Punic War (Book XxXI). The 
wars fought by Rome against Mithiridates were the subject 
of Book XXXI. In Book XLI the account of the civil war 
between Caesar and Pompey begins. The remaining part 
of the work (Books LI-LXXX) was dedicated to the history 
of the empire, the start of which is placed in the year 31 
B.C. (battle of Actium). Book LII contains a famous debate 
between Octavian, Agrippa and Maecenas on the 
appropriateness of Octavian leaving power and allowing a 
return to the Republic. Books LIII-LVI treat the principate 
of Augustus, while the following ones, down to Book LXxXx, 
covered the period between Tiberius and the Severans. 


Cassius Dio states that he had composed a collection of 
prodigies that foretold the coming of the emperor Severus 
Alexander. Further, he says (LXXII 23, 2) that he had decided to 
write about historical matters because he had been urged to do 
so by a divinity in a dream. His narrative of the first years of the 
reign of Severus Alexander earned the favour of the latter and 


the public to such a degree that he decided to begin a work that 
would tell the entire history of Rome. We are informed that he 
spent ten years collecting the material and twelve years 
composing the work. The part subsequent to the death of 
Septimius Severus, which was contained in the final books, was 
a further expansion of the original plan. 

Dio made large use of Roman historiographical sources, 
drawing from a wide variety of authors. Since many of the 
sources that he used are now lost, even the compilatory parts of 
his work are of great interest for us. For example, in compiling 
the first books he used the Roman annalists of the second 
generation (Valerius Antias, Claudius Quadrigarius) and it is 
likely that he had also read Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus. 
For the Punic Wars his sources were Polybius, used with a 
certain freedom, and Livy, especially for Rome’s internal politics. 
For the Gallic Wars the main source was Caesar’s account, while 
for the wars between Caesar and Pompey he made use 
especially of Livy. For the empire from Augustus to Marcus 
Aurelius a number of sources have been identified, perhaps 
including Tacitus, who in general was read rarely or not at all in 
antiquity. 

Dio’s use of sources was not mechanical, but rather aimed 
to pursue an artistic, political and moral objective. Further, while 
for the period prior to Marcus Aurelius the documentation was 
based on a large number of historiographical works, for the 
following period Dio’s personal political experience plays a 
fundamental role, as does the opportunity for direct 
consultation of official documents of various kinds. He employs 
great scrupulousness in establishing the truth, and the essential 
honesty of his account is certainly one of the merits of Cassius 
Dio’s work. On the other hand, in one passage (LXXII 18) he 
explicitly states that he does not want to dwell on the details in 
the narrative, since they would not be consonant with the 
solemn dignity of history. 

The historian’s political thought finds expression at various 
points of the work, particularly in the many speeches, of varying 
length, that offer a field for the author's rhetorical display. What 


emerges from them is a lively and acute sense of the state, from 
which arises the pre-eminence of the common interest above 
that of the individual. On the level of institutional structures, 
Cassius Dio’s preference is for monarchical government, though 
it should be accompanied by collaboration with a Senate 
composed of the best citizens, including those from the 
provinces. Fundamental importance is assigned to the 
observance of discipline by all members of the civic and political 
body. 

Cassius Dio’s commitment to Atticism is not enough to raise 
him to the heights of stylistic excellence: in the passages in 
which he imitates Thucydides, he remains rather below his 
model. A variety of styles is the dominant impression, probably 
due also to changing between sources. The narrative parts are 
monotonous (in some cases weighed down by obscure 
explanations of laws or Roman customs or by intricate political 
situations), but this is countered by the elaborate rhetorical 
means deployed in the speeches. 


1.3.4 Herodian 


Now that we no longer accept his identification with Tiberius 
Claudius Herodianus, the /egatus proconsulis in Sicily, our 
information about the historian Herodian is reduced to the 
meagre notices that he provides about himself in his historical 
work. His place and date of birth are unknown. He was certainly 
not of Italian origin (some hints in his work lead us to suppose 
an Anatolian origin), and he was perhaps born around 180. From 
his own words we learn that he lived at Rome for some time; 
that he was a public official, though probably without reaching 
the higher ranks; and that the chronological span of his life 
coincides roughly with that of the period which he narrated, 
from the late second to the first half of the third century A.D. 
The History of the Empire after Marcus (Tic peta Mapkou 
Baotstac iotopias BLBALa oKtw) relates in eight books the 
events from the death of Marcus Aurelius (in A.D. 180) to the 


accession of Gordian III (in 238). The severe judgements passed 
on the latter emperor tend to rule out a publication of the work 
during his reign, making a date towards the mid-third century 
more likely, in the author's old age. 

The historical narrative begins with an account of the death 
of Marcus Aurelius, who is praised for the liberality of his empire 
and mourned by all. Herodian declares at once that he will use 
the figure of this emperor as the standard by which to evaluate 
his successors. Among these, the most praised is Pertinax: the 
rule of the liberal emperors (Pertinax, Macrinus, Severus 
Alexander) is equated to that of the aristocracy, while those who 
sought the agreement and support of the Praetorians 
(Commodus, Didius Julianus) or the legionaries (Caracalla, 
Maximinus Thrax) are said to be cruel tyrants. As well as this 
attempt to classify the emperors, the historical account is 
subordinated to specific political ideas that guide the narrative: 
what emerges is a fairly negative assessment and scorn for the 
military, which would not tolerate wise administration of power, 
and a sympathy for the well-to-do classes and the Senate. The 
Opinions of these classes are often identified with those of the 
entire people. Despite the fact that this ideological position 
heavily shapes the account, Herodian does still attempt to be 
objective. 

Unlike other historians of the Imperial Period, in the case of 
Herodian the problem of his sources is relatively minor, since he 
is addressing contemporary topics so his use of written sources 
must have been intermittent and occasional. However, there 
must have been some relation between his work and the 
contemporary historical work of Dio, who was a little older than 
Herodian. 

Herodian’s style has prompted strongly negative 
judgements from modern scholars, since it combines the worst 
arsenal of rhetoric with language that is poor, sloppy and 
pedantic and drenched in repetitions, unnecessary and 
pleonastic explanations and mechanically applied 
commonplaces. The work is also suspected of having falsified 
the narrative for the purpose of rhetorical embellishment, 


though it is likely that this is true only of details. Nonetheless 
beneath this blanket of carelessness Herodian conceals hints of 
the classical historiographical tradition that he seeks to imitate, 
as is demonstrated emblematically by the opening pages of his 
work, with their clear echoes of Thucydides. 


1.3.5 Dexippus 


The Athenian Publius Herennius Dexippus, who lived in the third 
century A.D., belonged to the prestigious family of the Kerykes, 
of the deme of Hermos. He held various public offices (among 
other things, he was eponymous arch6én) and in 267 he repelled 
an invasion of Herulians. As his work the Byzantine patriarch 
Photius recorded: a Chronicle in twelve books, which covered the 
historical period from the origins to 269/70 and which was 
continued by Eunapius of Sardis (see below); a history of the 
Diadochi in four books, which was a shorter version of Arrian’s 
history; and a work entitled Scythica (ZkU@LKd), which recounted 
the war against the Germanic invaders. The preserved 
fragments reveal the marked influence of Thucydides. 


1.3.6 Military treatises: Polyaenus 


Although it is fairly far removed from the systematic approach 
and specialist expertise exhibited by the NoAtopknttka 
(Poliorkétika) of Aeneas Tacticus (fourth century B.C.: cf. The 
Classical Age XI 2.8), the Ztpatnynyata (Stratégémata) of 
Polyaenus belong to the genre of military treatise. 

We know that the author was from Macedonia, lived in the 
second century during the reigns of the Antonines and in 162 
dedicated his work to Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus, on the 
eve of the Roman campaign against the Parthians. The 
Stratégémata in fact aimed to be the cultivated literary rhetor’s 
contribution to the military operation: in eight books he collects 
the descriptions of 900 military expedients and episodes of 
warfare, compiled with antiquarian and book-based expertise 


from authors and historians of different periods, from 
Herodotus to Plutarch. While in the first three books the 
anecdotes are arranged chronologically, the other five adopt a 
thematic arrangement by category. 


2 Historiography in the Late Antique Period 


2.1 Historiography and Christianity 


With the establishment of Christianity as official religion of the 
empire, endorsed by the Edict of Constantine in 313, the whole 
of Roman society and the balance of power itself encountered 
striking changes of enormous consequence. The state set up the 
Church as its interlocutor, beginning the history of a complex 
and delicate balance that would mark the fortunes of Europe for 
many centuries: during the fourth century, the Church took on a 
role of great importance in imperial politics, with the aim of 
using ecclesiastical organisation to restore the unity and 
preserve the empire’s dominions. 

In the section on ancient Christian literature (The Roman 
Imperial Period XIII) we will see that the fourth century was also 
an era in which a powerful and productive rivalry flourished 
between pagan culture, sustained by the rich and noble 
traditions of the past, and the nascent Christian literary culture, 
with its task of constructing its own “classics” and comparing 
them to the output of paganism. In this context of Christian 
attempts to produce a greater cultural breadth, a new and 
distinctive current was born within the genre of historiography, 
namely ecclesiastical history. In the following centuries, other 
historians, faced with the general consolidation of Christian 
culture, took different paths. This is the case with Zosimus, the 
pagan historian of the fall of the Western Empire under the 
assault of the barbarian invasions, and of Procopius of Caesarea, 
whose interest was in sketching the figure and exploits of the 
emperor Justinian. 


2.2 Eusebius of Caesarea and ecclesiastical historiography 


The initiator of ecclesiastical historiography is generally seen to 
be Eusebius of Caesarea, who was the first to feel it necessary to 
give the Church its own historical narrative, as a clear sign of its 
new identity and a vehicle for the Christian point of view in the 
interpretation of human history. 

Born in Palestine around 260, Eusebius escaped the last 
terrible anti-Christian persecution, unleashed by Diocletian. 
Around 314 he became bishop of Caesarea and was a moderate 
supporter of the heretic Arius, but at the Council of Nicaea he 
was exonerated from the charge of heresy and subscribed to 
the orthodox creed. After the death of Constantine he wrote an 
encomiastic biography of the emperor (though its authenticity 
has been contested). Among other things, he composed a 
Chronicle, which has survived only in epitomised versions which 
are based in their turn on an edition of Eusebius’ work that had 
been supplemented and reworked by others. Nonetheless, it is a 
very important source, given the quantity of historical and 
chronological data that it preserves. He died around 339/40. 

Eusebius was the author of both apologetic and exegetical 
texts (cf. The Roman Imperial Period XIII 2.3), but his most 
innovative and original work is certainly the Ecclesiastical History, 
in ten books in its definitive version, which tells the story of the 
Church from its origins to A.D. 324 (the defeat of Licinius and 
reunification of the empire under Constantine). With its lists of 
bishops and collections of documents, quotations and disparate 
notices, it is certainly not a work for pleasant reading nor even 
an organic historical treatment: more than anything else it is a 
rich collection of material, even in its disorder. However, its 
importance for us is notable, since it offers a real goldmine of 
notices and testimonia about people, events, liturgical practices 
and heretical movements. The model of classical historiography 
is here fundamentally modified by the fact that what is placed at 
the centre is not the fortunes of the emperors, but rather those 
of the Church and the Roman state of which it was part. This 
point of view has been seen as a new expression of the tradition 


of Greek historiography that had proceeded according to the 
series of hegemonic powers, in a universalist external 
framework in the manner of Diodorus. At times the narrative 
splinters into individual biographical narratives, which owe a lot 
to the philosophical and scholarly biographies of the Hellenistic 
Age. 

After this, other authors such as Philostorgius, Socrates, 
Sozomen, Theodoret of Cyrrhus (fourth to fifth century) and 
Evagrius Scholasticus (sixth century) devoted themselves to the 
history of the Church, understanding their histories as a 
reworking and continuation of Eusebius. In particular, the 
Ecclesiastical History of Theodoret (ca. 393-466; cf. The Roman 
Imperial Period XIII 2.6.3) aimed to complete that of Eusebius, 
using the earlier works by Socrates and Sozomen. Theodoret’s 
history treated the period between 323 and 428, primarily taking 
an interest in the Arian controversy, about which it records very 
important testimonia from the Antiochene party and a rich 
documentation. 


2.3 Zosimus 


Aside from some meagre notices transmitted by the Byzantine 
patriarch Photius (Library 98, 84b 4 ff.), the little that we know of 
Zosimus is what he tells us himself. Since we have no other 
information on his country of origin or the precise period in 
which he lived, we have to draw on his work itself to deduce that 
he lived in the latter part of the fifth and early sixth century. In 
particular, the fact that he describes the Roman Empire as 
depopulated, destroyed and occupied by barbarians, suggests 
that we should place his historical work after the end of the fifth 
century, that is, after the advance of the peoples who brought 
about the end of the Western Empire. The only manuscript to 
transmit the work informs us that he was a count (comes) and 
had been an advocate of the imperial treasury (advocatus fisci). 
We can further deduce that he was a convinced pagan and 
hated Christianity, that he possessed a certain literary culture 
and spent at least part of his life at Constantinople, revealing 


quite an accurate knowledge of its topography. It is possible 
that he was a pupil of the rhetor-philosopher Procopius of Gaza, 
as is revealed by influences from Neoplatonic doctrine present 
in his work. 

In the manuscript that transmits it, the historical work is 
preceded by the title Iotopia vea, which should be understood 
in the sense of History of the Contemporary Age. The work is 
unfinished and the final sections reveal clear signs of a rushed 
and unrevised publication. From a notice by Photius and from 
the epitome that entered the Excerpta of Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus we can infer that it was originally six books in 
length. The strongly anti-Christian outlook of the work must 
have resulted in a publication that was to some degree 
clandestine and restricted to a small and limited circle, the 
dispersal of which must also have been responsible for the 
obliteration of notices about the author. 

After a brief preamble, the narrative begins with the reign of 
Augustus, gradually becoming more detailed through the 
Imperial Period as it comes nearer to the author’s own times. 
The rather abrupt conclusion concerns the events of the 
summer of 410, a little before the sack of Rome by Alaric’s 
Visigoths. Depending on which source he from time to time 
uses, the length and detail of Zosimus’ account vary sharply. 
This aspect, together with failings in the style and elaboration of 
the narrative, especially in the final book, are clear marks of a 
rushed, non-definitive publication. 


Book I opens with a preamble (ch. 1-5) containing some 
reflections by the author and a quick survey of Greek 
history, with just a mention of the Roman Republican 
Period and strong criticism of the monarchical regime 
established by Augustus. With chapter 6 the history of the 
Imperial Period begins, which except in a few cases is 
reduced to little more than a dry enumeration of 
emperors. The narrative becomes much more detailed for 
the history of the events of the second half of the third 
century, probably corresponding to a change of source. 
The end of Book I and the start of Book II are lost, due to a 


lacuna in the manuscript of the work. Book II sets out the 
final events of the pagan empire: the abdication of 
Diocletian and Maximian means the departure of the last 
two emperors committed to paganism and the end of the 
era in which the ancient religion was respected and 
practised. Constantine and Licinius established the 
celebrations of Christianity, provoking, in Zosimus’ view, 
the decadence of the empire, which had not upheld its 
vows to the gods. Then follows the history of Constantine 
and his sons. Book III is largely dedicated to Julian, the 
emperor who achieved the pagan restoration and who was 
hence especially dear to Zosimus, while in Book IV, which 
covers the period A.D. 364-395, what is especially 
interesting is the negative portrait of the emperor 
Theodosius. Zosimus is the only historian to provide a 
continuous account of these events from a pagan point of 
view. Book V covers only fifteen years, separately 
addressing the narrative of events concerning the eastern 
part of the empire and those concerning the western part. 
Book VI, finally, which is very short and full of confusions 
and contradictions, concerns the events in the West 
between the end of 409 and the summer of 410, but 
without narrating the capture of Rome in 410. 


Identifying the sources used by Zosimus is a particularly 
complex task, but at least one secure point can be fixed thanks 
to the testimony of Photius: according to the Byzantinte 
patriarch, Zosimus based his work primarily on the historical 
account of Eunapius, which covered the period from 270 to 404 
(cf. The Roman Imperial Period III 2.5 and XI 6). Other identified 
sources include Olympiodorus of Thebes (cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period III 2.5). Another finding of researchers is that Zosimus 
was not at all independent in relation to his sources: he does not 
seem capable of combining different sources and seeks out a 
different source only when the first one comes to an end. On the 
other hand, his history should be considered independent of the 
available historiographical models and a work of originality in its 
overall design and in his recording of the recent decline of the 
empire. 


Zosimus indicates Polybius as his model, both in basic 
outlook and in form, and he aspires to play the same role as 
Polybius in recounting the decadence of the empire. In one 
passage (157, 1) he explicitly states: “while Polybius set out how 
the Romans founded their empire in a brief period of time, Iam 
about to narrate how they swiftly destroyed it through their 
foolish presumption.” In Zosimus’ historiographical 
interpretation, the factors determining the fall of the empire 
include the establishment of Christianity, carried out by 
Constantine, and the collapse of the ancient religious traditions. 
In the generalised diffusion of Christian ideology, the voice of 
Zosimus remains almost isolated and offers us the possibility of 
comparing the pagan point of view on emblematic figures such 
as Constantine and Theodosius with the Christian view attested 
by Ammianus Marcellinus and Eusebius of Caesarea. 

Photius praises the concision, sobriety, purity and pleasing 
character of Zosimus’ language, contrasting it to the ornate 
style of Eunapius, one of his sources. The work in fact lacks 
rhetorical ornament (we may note, among other things, the 
absence of direct speeches), but often he also slips into 
monotony and tedium. On the other hand, there is no lack of 
evidence of the author's literary culture. Some lexical choices 
and expressions seem to allude to Herodotus, Thucydides, 
Euripides, Xenophon and Demosthenes. 


2.4 Procopius of Caesarea 


While Eusebius is the initiator of ecclesiastical historiography 
and the historian of Constantine, and Zosimus is the pagan 
historian of the fall of the Western Empire under the assault of 
the barbarian invasions, the figure of Procopius of Caesarea 
combines a return to pragmatic historiography in the tradition 
of Thucydides and Polybius, focused on political and military 
events, with an interest in the person and exploits of the 
emperor Justinian. This latter aspect makes his work especially 
important, since he is not only our main source, but often our 
only one, for the long period of the reign of Justinian. 


2.4.1 Biographical notices 


Procopius was born between A.D. 490 and 507 at Caesarea in 
Palestine, a cosmopolitan city with rich cultural traditions, from 
a family that probably belonged to the wealthy Christian upper 
classes. In 527 he became adviser to the general Belisarius, who 
at that time was dux in Mesopotamia, and Procopius was 
present as an eye-witness at the majority of the events of which 
he was later the historian. He was with the Roman troops in the 
East until 531, then returned with Belisarius to Constantinople. 
He left with him in 533 on the campaign against the Vandals in 
Africa, in which he entered Carthage with the victorious 
Byzantine troops. He was at Carthage in 536 during the great 
revolt, then joined Belisarius in Italy and undertook various 
duties in his service. In 540 he entered Ravenna with the 
Byzantine troops, after which he probably left Italy and returned 
to Constantinople (he may have been recalled after the 
emperor's change in attitude towards Belisarius). In 542 he was 
at Constantinople, where the plague was raging. As far as we 
can tell, he did not return to Italy with Belisarius in 544, but the 
detail of his narrative of events in 546/7 suggests that in that 
period he was indeed in Italy. After this date, we know nothing 
certain about his movements. 


2.4.2 The works 


Three works by Procopius are preserved. The major work is the 
historical one, The History of the Wars, which narrates the wars 
fought by the generals of Justinian for the defence and 
expansion of the imperial territories, with a marked focus on 
achieving the project of reunifying the Roman Empire by 
reconquering the West. The other works are De aedificiis 
(Buildings) and the Secret History or Anecdota (Avéx6ota), the 
topic of which is the events behind the scenes in the life of the 
court, which the author pitilessly bared. 

The composition of the The History of the Wars must for the 


most part have fallen in the 540s and must have depended on 
notes and diaries kept in the preceding period. The Wars are 
therefore a history linked to the first part of the reign of 
Justinian, the history of an era of successes. The eclipse of 
Belisarius after his recall in 548 had a major effect on Procopius’ 
attitude: in the final part of the work the general's role is viewed 
with ever greater disenchantment. This atmosphere of 
disillusion that pervades the final part also allows us to adopta 
date of roughly 550 for the Secret History, in which the author 
states that he wanted to give the true explanation of the Wars, 
collecting there all the things that he was unable to say in the 
public work. The work was supposed to remain secret and its 
publication would certainly have been quite dangerous. 

The Wars. This, the most strictly historical work, in eight 
books, tells the course of the Bellum Persicum (Books I-II, A.D. 
530-532 and 540-549), the Bellum Vandalicum (Books III-IV, 
African campaign until 535) and the Bellum Gothicum (Books V- 
VII, Italian campaign A.D. 535-550). A second proem at the start 
of Book VIII attests the later composition of this final part of the 
work, which provides an update of the events that took place in 
all three zones addressed by the preceding books (the East, 
Africa and Italy) and continues to the defeat of the Goths in 553. 
The sources of the historical narration are essentially Procopius’ 
own direct experience and oral reports, which would be easily 
acquired when treating contemporary facts. Written sources 
come into play only when the work departs from the main 
narrative into historical and ethnographical digressions. 


Bellum Persicum. This narrates the war against the 
Persians. The theatre of operations is well known to 
Procopius from his youth and through his direct 
experience of it with Belisarius. The narrative is preceded 
by a summary of Persian history from the early fifth 
century. Book I proceeds from the battles of Dara and 
Callinicum to the Nika revolt, which broke out at 
Constantinople in 532, and which Belisarius helped to 
suppress, entering the hippodrome with troops loyal to 


the emperor and massacring the rebels there, and on to 
Belisarius’ posting to Africa (535). Belisarius was not yet 
the famous hero, the greatest Byzantine general, but in 
this period he already enjoyed Procopius’ support and 
admiration. Book II, which treats the events connected to 
Belisarius’ second mission to the East, is largely devoted to 
the incursions of Khosrow in Mesopotamia and Syria. 
Attention then returns to Constantinople on the occasion 
of the plague of 542. 


Bellum Vandalicum. This treats a campaign that, according 
to Procopius, had been chosen by Justinian against the 
general opinion. The venture was at first marked by 
Belisarius’ greatest and most brilliant victories, 
culminating in the triumph celebrated at Constantinople in 
534 and the consulate in the following year, as is 
emphatically underlined by the historian, but thereafter it 
was necessary to confront the hard struggle against the 
Berbers, the mutiny of the Byzantine army and a whole 
series of events that were negative to some degree, which 
was ended by the definitive defeat of the Berbers. In the 
pages of the Bellum Gothicum Procopius would present 
harsh criticisms of the conduct of the African campaign: he 
makes a series of reproaches against Justinian, including of 
not having made any effort to ensure the loyalty of the 
new subjects. 


Bellum Gothicum. Here Belisarius, still consul, conquers 
Sicily and enters Syracuse as triumphator. He besieges 
Naples and enters Rome as victor. The city is then 
besieged for a year (537/8) by the Goths, but in the end 
they are forced to retreat. Procopius was again with 
Belisarius in 539, when the Franks entered Italy and moved 
against the Byzantines, and in 540, at the siege of Ravenna 
(on that occasion some Goths offered Belisarius the 
throne, but he refused and entered Ravenna in the name 
of Justinian). Procopius then returned to Constantinople 
together with the general when the latter was recalled. 
Procopius probably did not return to Italy again. From the 
vivid narrative of Belisarius’ first Italian campaign the text 
passes to the much more subdued and disappointed 


account of the second campaign, when the great Belisarius 
did not achieve any results. The account becomes ever 
more openly critical of the general, reaching a highpoint of 
dissent in Book VII. With Book VIII, written in 554, 
Procopius'’ crisis of disillusionment has passed through its 
worst moments, but he is very far from the optimism that 
buoyed the start of the work. 


Overall, The History of the Wars maintains an attitude towards 
Justinian that is cool and distant, as becomes ever more 
accentuated as the work proceeds. Its hero, at least in the initial 
part, is Belisarius. In relation to the general, too, a progressive 
disillusionment is clearly perceptible, reaching its highpoint 
around 550, the time of the publication of Books I-VII and the 
composition of the Secret History. At times Procopius passes a 
favourable judgement on barbarian leaders such as Theodoric, 
whom he eulogises near the start of Book I, or Teia, whose 
heroic death at the battle of Mons Lactarius in 553 he recounts 
with great sympathy. This favourable judgement of the Goths is 
the counterpoint to an ever more critical attitude towards 
Justinian, whom he reproaches for his negligence in the conduct 
of the final part of the war in Italy. 

The Secret History. The Anecdota, rediscovered only in the 
seventeenth century, form an alternative history of the same 
period recounted in The History of the Wars. The author's aim is 
to declare the true causes of several events about which he had 
been obliged to be cautious in his historical work (though only 
the first section of the Secret History matches this intention, 
whereas the rest is a critique of Justinian’s imperial policies). For 
this reason, Procopius has been accused of having adopted an 
insincere or else naive attitude at the time of composition of The 
History of the Wars. 

It has even been doubted whether the work is authentic, 
due to the apparently irreconcilable contrast to the rest of 
Procopius’ work. From internal elements it seems that the work 
was probably written around 550, when Procopius’ 
disappointment in Belisarius and in Justinian’s policy were at 


their highpoint. It is not a private text, in the sense that it has 
been constructed in a literary way and is introduced by an 
elaborate preface modelled on those of Diodorus and Polybius, 
but it was in all probability intended as a clandestine publication. 


The initial chapters (1-5) are about Belisarius and his wife 
Antonina. There follows an account of the origins and 
youth of Justinian and his wife Theodora (6-10) and the 
description of the emperor's greed and misgovernment 
(11-14); chapters 15-17 centre on the figure of Theodora, 
her crimes and depravities, while the final part (18-30) 
presents Justinian as the murderer and oppressor of his 
subjects. In the portrait of the protagonists Procopius 
paints a black picture and is inspired by obvious hostility 
and malice. Antonina, wife of Belisarius, is said to be the 
descendant of charioteers, dissolute, mother of many 
children before she married the general, unfaithful even 
after marriage and the friend and accomplice of the 
empress Theodora in her misdeeds. Belisarius is presented 
as dominated by his wife, fearful and cowardly, to the 
point that his tactical choices are determined by jealousy; 
he is very rich but also very greedy. The empress Theodora 
had from her youth abandoned herself to base and 
unnatural sexual practices, on which Procopius dwells with 
crude realism, and revealed a similar shamelessness in her 
performances as a circus actress, by which she seduced 
Justinian. The quite widespread image of a Theodora who 
was an exemplary model of femininity is overturned by 
Procopius, who attributes to her the most grim intentions 
and most dissolute vices. All aspects of Justinian’s politics 
are attacked pitilessly: the rulers throw the life of the state 
into confusion, do not shy from lies and crimes in order to 
appropriate others’ possessions, invariably choose the 
most corrupt administrators and intervene heavy- 
handedly in religious questions, often as a pretext to get 
their hands on the possessions of anyone forced to abjure. 
The sleepless industriousness of Justinian (which in De 
Aedificiis is a proof of his pietas) is here a sign of demonic 
force aiming to do wrong without interruption or else to 
control his subjects. The representation of the emperor as 


demoniac or even as the prince of demons is intended to 
underline the exceptional character of his wicked excesses, 
which exceed the very bounds of human nature. 


The De aedificiis. The work entitled De aedificiis, in six books, was 
composed after the war against the Goths and before May 558, 
the time of the first collapse of the cupola of Hagia Sophia, 
which Procopius does not mention. The principal theme of the 
work is the development of monumental building promoted by 
Justinian’s policy of constructing churches, fortifications and 
aqueducts. However, the list of buildings is far from complete 
and the selection of material at times seems arbitrary. Through 
the description of the grandiose building works achieved by the 
emperor, who is given an obsequious and openly eulogising 
treatment, Procopius constructs a genuine panegyric of the 
ruler. 


The material is divided among the six books according to a 
geographical principle: in Book I the subject of discussion 
is Constantinople, in Book II Asia, in Book III Armenia, in 
Book IV the Balkan peninsula, in Book V the rest of Asia, in 
Book VI Africa. Guided by some hints (including the 
absence of any mention of Italy and the lack of accuracy of 
some parts) it has been held that the work is incomplete, 
or at least had not been revised. Another proof of its 
unfinished character may be the lack of uniformity in the 
stylistic level, though the author claims in the preface to be 
fully committed to an elevated style. It is likely that he had 
access to official documentation, but much of what he 
writes has an anecdotal character and presents a mixture 
of credible notices with others that appear unreliable. 


2.4.3 Aspects of Procopius’ historiography 


The quality of Procopius’ narration is quite variable. Without 
doubt he was able to boast of his direct knowledge of a large 
number of sites and facts that he discusses in his works, though 


often, also in cases of this type, one finds distortions of the 
reality for political or personal motives. It is rare for him to 
declare the source of his information. Hence all his works need 
to be evaluated critically, also in cases where the information he 
provides seems to derive from official sources or accounts that 
his position would have made easily accessible to him. 

Scattered through The History of Wars there are long 
geographical digressions. We encounter a series of historical 
and ethnographic excursus on the origins or history of certain 
peoples, for example on the Vandals and the Franks. The aim of 
these digressions is to introduce the narration of historical 
events in a way that is appropriate for literature. This obvious 
purpose influences both the manner in which the excursus are 
organised and also the notices themselves that they contain, 
requiring a certain caution in using them. The direct speeches, 
too, although they sometimes genuinely shed light on the 
dynamics of the events or help to characterise a person, in 
general appear to be purely rhetorical compositions that 
indulge in a heavy-handed moralism and so demand to be read 
with sharp critical awareness. 

The History of Wars is a traditional military history, in which 
the events are organised according to an annalistic rhythm of 
Thucydidean type, by winters and summers. Matching this 
model is the fact that the work is based essentially on autopsy 
and on contemporary facts. The narration of military events 
leaves little room for internal politics or life at Constantinople, 
an aspect that we find also in the continuation of Procopius’ 
work by the Byzantine historian Agathias. The subdivision of the 
narrative on the basis of theatres of operation forces Procopius 
to refer several times to the same fact and does not promote 
clarity about chronological connections between different 
events. 

The account of the plague at Constantinople is clearly 
inspired by imitation of the famous account by Thucydides of 
the plague at Athens, but there are also strong differences 
between the two narratives. Procopius uses the Thucydidean 
distinction between prophasis (mpd@aatc, the true reason) and 


aitia (aitia, the accidental causes) but does not highlight any 
plausible human cause and does not trust scientific analyses, in 
line with the Christian polemic against scientific and pseudo- 
scientific thought. Consequently, all that remains is for him to 
explain the plague as an effect of divine will, obscure to mortals. 
In the episode of the Nika revolt, too, which is present in all 
three of Procopius’ works, he does not give any real analysis of 
the causes, essentially escaping into a generic profession of 
faith in the mystery of divine providence. Despite the fact that 
religion was a fundamental element of the political life of the 
time, the traditional conventions of the genre of historiography 
often hinder the author from considering together the theme of 
politics and the theme of religion. 

The relationship between Procopius and Justinian and his 
judgement on the emperor’s expansionist policy appear in The 
History of Wars to be filtered through the historian’s close 
personal relations with the general Belisarius. Procopius’ critical 
attitude and discontent, which emerge over the years, are 
always directed against very precise persons and actions and do 
not even minimally touch on the substance of the imperial 
system or the project of reunification and reconquest. In the De 
aedificiis Justinian is the object of a panegyrical treatment 
insofar as he is considered as the incarnation of the imperial 
dignity. On the other hand, sometimes the criticisms made by 
Procopius against imperial decisions demonstrate the modesty 
of his gifts in historical and political analysis, through his 
inability to grasp connections and relations between different 
phenomena and decisions. For example, the eulogy of 
Justinian’s military policy is accompanied by violent criticism of 
fiscal policy, which is an indispensable condition for the former. 

The element of greatest disharmony in Procopius’ 
ideological panorama is without doubt the Secret History, with its 
harsh hostility and invective tones against Belisarius and the 
emperor, extended also to their spouses, which seem 
incompatible with the favourable attitude and respectful 
criticism expressed in the other works. However, it should not 
be denied that the form and content of Procopius’ three works 


must have been influenced to a not insignificant degree also by 
the different literary genres from which they took their cue: 
historiography in The History of Wars, panegyric in De aediificiis, 
invective in the Anecdota. Bearing this factor in mind, it can be 
said that, beyond the major differences that separate them, the 
three works can still be traced to the same cultural background. 
They have in common also certain peculiarities of language and 
of periodic rhythm, which comes to constitute a unifying stylistic 
element, which is perhaps a more significant criterion than the 
objective differences. 

To attempt an assessment of Procopius’ historiographical 
work: we may Say that, despite its limitations, it has a validity of 
its own and exhibits great vitality. The vagueness of the military 
terminology, the lack of precision in geographical questions, the 
tendency to anecdote, the disposition towards tendentiousness 
and the exclusion from the account of certain aspects, such as 
religion, that had great weight in the history of the sixth century 
- all these are some of the undeniable failings of which the 
author can be accused. Nonetheless, they should not lead us to 
deny that The History of Wars constitute a work of great breadth 
and grandiose conception, which aspires to provide a history of 
the wars of Justinian in the style of Thucydides. The greatness of 
the events seemed worthy of the undertaking and Procopius, 
thanks to his social position and circumstances, was the best 
qualified author to treat them. 


2.5 Other historians of the Late Antique Period 


Here we will collect together and briefly treat some other figures 
who belong to the rich panorama of Late Antique 
historiography. 

The Athenian Praxagoras lived in the Age of Constantine, 
and devoted a historical monograph to the emperor. Photius 
has preserved a summary of his work. 

Eunapius of Sardis lived between 345 and 420, was educated 
in part in his home city and in part at Athens, but then returned 
and settled in Sardis as a teacher of rhetoric. An exponent of the 


Neoplatonic current of philosophy and known for the 
composition of the Lives of the Philosophers and Sophists (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period XI 6), he is recorded as a historian for his 
work of universal history in fourteen books, the Hypomnémata 
historica, in which he continued the narrative of Dexippus, 
covering the chronological span from A.D. 270 to 404. So far as 
we can tell from the fragments and extracts and from the 
indirect tradition, as a convinced opponent of the Christians, 
Eunapius exalted the figure of the emperor Julian the Apostate 
and tried to add new lustre to pagan culture. 

Together with Eunapius, we mentioned as a source of 
Zosimus the Egyptian Olympiodorus of Thebes, who lived in the 
fourth and fifth century. He wrote a historical work in twenty- 
two books, on the emperor Theodosius I, of which Photius has 
preserved an extract. It concerned the Western Empire in the 
period 407-425 and was rich in notices and anecdotes on the 
barbarians, based on his own personal experience (in 412 
Olympiodorus had been ambassador to the Huns). 

Olympiodorus’ knowledge of barbarian cultures and 
historical interests were shared with the Thracian Priscus of 
Panion, who in 449 took part in the embassy sent by Theodosius 
II to the Hun king Attila. He was author of a Byzantine History, in 
eight books, concerning the period 433-471. Fragments of it 
have survived via the work De legationibus of the Byzantine 
emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus. 

Malchus of Philadelphia in Syria, who lived in the fifth and 
sixth century, wrote a history in seven books that began from 
the reign of Constantine. The preserved fragments concern the 
years 474-480, which seem to have continued the account of 
Priscus. 


IV Geographical and Periegetic Literature 


1 Authors and literary forms 


The celebrated tradition of Greek geography, understood as a 
scientific and philosophical discipline often in a close and natural 
connection with historiography, found expression during the 
Roman Era in extensive treatises that profited from the rich 
legacy of knowledge already acquired. In the past, for an author 
such as Herodotus, so attentive to geographic, ethnographic 
and cultural aspects, history and geography were mixed 
together and no particular place was assigned in a work to one 
or the other. In the historical work of Ephorus, on the other 
hand, two books were specifically dedicated to the geography of 
Europe and Asia (IV-V) and this decision was explicitly theorised 
by Polybius, according to whom geography is a part of history 
and the historian should find a suitable place for it in the 
narrative. 

A clear change can be identified in the work of Artemidorus 
of Ephesus (late second century B.C.), who wrote Iwvika 
UTtouVNpata (Jonika hypomnémata, i.e. “Dissertations on Ionia”) 
and eleven books of TewypapouyEeva (Gedgraphoumena, i.e. 
“Geographical descriptions”), in which he described the known 
world in the manner of the ancient Mediterranean periplus, 
perhaps for the first time since Hecataeus on a scale that 
constituted a geographical equivalent to universal history. In 
this process, the distinction between works of geography and 
works of history took on new force, which may have precedents 
in the ancient tradition of logography. As we shall see shortly, in 
the Roman Era this distinction was adopted by Strabo. Of 
Artemidorus’ works only fragments in the indirect tradition 
remain. Recently a large papyrus from a private collection, 
published in 2008, has restored materials that may go back to 
the Gedgraphoumena, which would increase quite considerably 
our knowledge of Artemidorus’ work, but the authenticity of the 
witness and its content is the subject of the most heated debate, 
leaving open various possibilities: a modern falsification, an 
authentic piece of Artemidorus or a fragment of a writing in 
some way derived from his work. 


A symbol of the compilatory and systematic conception of 
knowledge is Claudius Ptolemaeus, who lived in the second 
century A.D., a multifaceted scientific figure who was competent 
in the most varied disciplines and whose works took the 
character of overall systematisations of the knowledge acquired 
in various fields. Among other things, we glimpse here in nuce 
the selection of basic disciplines of scholastic education, which 
were concretised as the “quadrivium,” i.e. the scientific 
programme of medieval education: geometry, arithmetic, 
astronomy and music. 

Dating to the Augustan Period are the seventeen books of 
the Geography of Strabo, which have survived almost entire. The 
work is of universal scope, presenting a general description of 
the known world (Europa, Asia and Africa). The ancient literary 
genre of the periégésis, i.e. the description of things seen while 
travelling, intended as a guide for visitors, merchants and 
soldiers, also continued in the Hellenistic and Imperial Periods 
and was often cultivated by writers of history too. 

The periégésis in verse is represented above all by Dionysius 
Periegetes (we shall mention him again when discussing 
didactic poetry). In prose, the most important work of periégésis 
is undoubtedly the Description of Greece in ten books by 
Pausanias, who lived in the atmosphere of admiration and 
reclaiming of the ancient past that characterised the central 
decades of the second century. In bringing together all the 
regions of central and southern Greece in a single description, 
the author took the opportunity to offer a large number of 
precious antiquarian notices, which are often of decisive 
importance in the fields of art history and archaeology. 


2 Strabo 


2.1 Biographical notices 


The main source about the life of Strabo is his Geography, the 
only one of his works to survive. He was born at Amaseia in 


Pontus around 64 B.C. into a distinguished and politically 
important family (his maternal grandfather had been a friend 
and officer of Mithridates Euergetes, king of Pontus). Although 
in the Augustan Period Pontus was a Roman province and the 
family did not have any current political relevance, nonetheless 
his family must have maintained a patrimony sufficient to allow 
Strabo to devote himself freely to studies and journeys. At first 
he studied grammar at Nysa with Aristodemus, who was already 
tutor to the sons of Pompey; his education then continued 
thanks to contact with prominent cultural figures of the time, 
such as the grammarian Tyrannio, the Peripatetic philosophers 
Xenarchus of Seleucia and Boethus of Sidon (with whom he said 
he had studied Peripatetic thought). He knew well Posidonius of 
Apamea, who had a major influence on him, perhaps 
particularly in the combination of historical and geographical 
interests. There are elements of an eclectic education, but within 
this (as we can infer from some passages of his work) Strabo 
cultivated particular sympathy for Stoic philosophy. 

He visited Rome for the first time in 44 B.C., but later stayed 
there on other occasions and was in contact with the influential 
politician Publius Servilius Isauricus. In 25-24 B.C. he was in the 
following of Cornelius Gallus in Egypt; he returned there again 
in 20 and lived for some years in Alexandria. He lived to see the 
beginning of the principate of Tiberius (who ascended the 
throne in A.D. 14) and died after A.D. 23 at an advanced age. 


2.2 The lost historical work 


In all probability we should put down to chance (and not to 
intentional choice) the fact that the tradition has preserved 
Strabo’s Geography but not his Historica hypomnémata. Of the 
few surviving fragments of the latter, three are transmitted by 
Strabo himself, in passages of the geographical work where he 
speaks of the method and content of his own historical work. 
Written before the Geography, probably between 29 and 25 
B.C., it consisted of 47 books and continued the narrative of 
Polybius. It is likely that Strabo used as his sources the same 


works that he mentions in his Geography. Among these 
Posidonius stands out, who likewise continued the work of 
Polybius. We know nothing about the chronological 
organisation, but it is likely that Strabo used the Polybian model 
of Olympic years. A fragment attests that in the historical work 
space was given also to biographical interests (it is not by 
chance that some fragments have been preserved in the 
biographies of Plutarch). This perhaps had the aim of idealising 
certain figures and providing prompts for moral instruction, and 
so went beyond the military and political pattern of the 
Thucydidean type, resulting in a greater variation in narrative 
forms. On the historiographical criterion adopted by Strabo, 
from the fragments we can glean a refusal, inspired by Polybius, 
to accumulate facts of little importance, with a consequent 
downgrading of precision in details. Further, in one passage of 
the Geography he defends the use of testimony from others, 
given the impossibility of achieving “autopsy,” as restoring 
dignity to the faculty of hearing relative to the faculty of sight. 
Worthy of some reflection is the fact that Strabo’s work 
picked up directly from the History of Polybius and not that of 
Posidonius, who had already continued Polybius. A desire to 
compete with Posidonius seems clear. Strabo probably did more 
than just add to the historical data already set out by Posidonius 
and attempted to rewrite the events according to interpretive 
lines of some originality. The advancing decadence of Roman 
society, as Posidonius had seen it, was no longer persuasive in 
the era of peace and prosperity of the Augustan years. The 
historical and political problems that had tormented Polybius 
and Posidonius, along with any resistance or mental reservation 
against Roman rule, had vanished by the time of Strabo, who 
had the opportunity to reread the past in a way that justified the 
present state of prosperity. Strabo’s historiographical vision of 
Rome is illuminated by Book VI of his Geography, where the 
description of the geographical foundations of Italy’s supremacy 
is followed by a historical sketch that is absolutely favourable to 
Rome. Strabo characterises Rome’s hegemony as a necessity, 
and sees in it an indispensable educational role and the role of 


political guide, all viewed in the optimistic perspective of a 
civilising mission that fell to the victors. 

The question has often been raised of Strabo’s attitude 
towards the Augustan ideology, in the belief that it is possible to 
identify traces of an evolution from initially critical positions to a 
substantial and convinced adherence. From the remains of 
Strabo’s work, what emerges is admiration for the greatness of 
the empire and for the role of the emperor as guarantor of well- 
being and security. He seems sincerely attracted to the 
principate of Augustus and incapable of seeing its limits and 
defects. Strabo remains a man of Greek culture and mentality, 
who is carrying out the fundamental historical role of passing on 
to the Roman world the immense patrimony of civilisation that 
had been accumulated by his own world and which is itself 
guaranteed by this evolution. In this basic attitude, his 
agreement with Dionysius of Halicarnassus cannot be 
overlooked. 


2.3 The Geography 


The work was probably written at the end of the reign of 
Augustus and the first years of the reign of Tiberius. In the 
monumental introduction (Books I-II), the author attempts to 
make explicit the foundations of a composite literary genre, 
which concerns history, as well as the mathematical and 
astronomical sciences and physics. Beyond the author’s 
statements, however, it remains an open question what the 
specific goal and addressees of the work were. Yet we can still 
grasp the pragmatic character of a work of this type: Strabo lets 
us glimpse his tendency towards Stoic thought, which 
championed a knowledge that was not just theoretical but 
oriented towards action and concrete commitments, in an 
ethical tension aimed towards the good of humanity. With the 
Geography he aimed to be useful to the society of his time and 
to those who administered it, accepting with good grace the 
reality of Rome’s imperial dominion over Greece and the world. 
Strabo does not limit himself to the geographical localisation 


of the sites, but produces research that, on the one hand, goes 
beyond modern geographical interests, and on the other cannot 
be directly translated onto maps, since it is anything but 
systematic and accurate in locating sites. These aspects of 
structure and content, together with a form that is not 
particularly appealing, has yielded it limited success and a lack 
of appreciation since his own times, to the point that, for 
example, he is cited neither by Pliny the Elder in the Naturalis 
historia, nor by Claudius Ptolemaeus. Strabo had to wait until the 
nineteenth century for reassessment and appreciation. 

The Geography consists of seventeen books, which have 
survived almost entire. The first two contain the introduction; 
the actual description of the known world begins from Book III, 
proceeding clockwise along the northern coast of the 
Mediterranean, from the Iberian peninsula to Asia, and finishes 
with the southern coast of the Mediterranean (Libya). 


In the introduction (Books I-II) some general problems of 
geography are treated: the goals and characteristics of 
geographical research, with a critical assessment of the 
works of his predecessors (the series of which he begins 
with Homer, whom he discusses at length) and of the 
genres they used, dwelling also on the historians (Ephorus, 
Polybius) and the “physicists” (Posidonius, Hipparchus) 
who had devoted parts of their work to geographical 
problems and descriptions. Geography, a discipline that 
demands great breadth of knowledge, including specialist 
knowledge, is linked to the sphere of activity of the 
philosopher and is seen as indispensable for the needs of 
political and military life. The specialist requirements 
should not allow geography to end up beyond the reach of 
anyone who is concerned by its problems. 


Book III is devoted to the Iberian peninsula. Strabo reveals 
an interest in the ancient customs of the Iberian peoples, 
in relation to the evolution they have undergone with 
Romanisation, the events of which are given a great deal 
of space. The author acknowledges the value of the 
Augustan peace, which allows peaceful development and 


cultural growth while abandoning barbarian practices. In 
Book IV Gaul is described, the parts of which are 
assimilated to geometrical forms. In this case too, a great 
interest emerges in the events of Romanisation and the 
consequent acculturation of the barbarian peoples, which 
is manifested in their adaptation to urban structures. Italy 
is the topic of two books: Book V describes the plains of 
the Po, Liguria, Tyrrhenia, Elba, Corsica, Sardinia, Umbria, 
the Sabine country, Latium and Rome, Picenum and the 
interior of the peninsula, Campania, Samnium and the 
territory of those Piceni who had moved to the Gulf of 
Poseidonia; Book VI describes Lucania, Bruttium, Sicily, 
Iapygia and the coast between Bari and Picenum and 
contains a conclusion on the peculiar characteristics of 
Italy, which permitted the Romans to achieve such great 
power (natural defences, ports that, though few in 
number, were of excellent quality, variety in climate due to 
the extent of the peninsula in latitude and altitude, rich 
resources in water, minerals and forests). The section on 
Italy and on Roman supremacy concludes with a historical 
excursus on Rome’s conquests. Book VII takes as its 
subject northern and eastern Europe, delimited by the 
River Rhine, the arc of the Alps, the Adriatic Sea, the 
regions north of Greece and by Macedonia and Thrace up 
to the Straits, the Black Sea and the River Tanais, the 
conventional frontier between Europe and Asia. This is an 
immense area, and one that is quite varied from a physical 
point of view, but which offered a landscape of human 
geography that was yet more complex. Following the 
procedure typical of geographical descriptions in antiquity, 
Strabo proceeds from West to East. After treating the 
countries of the Germans, Cimbri and the still unexplored 
lands of the far North, the treatment of central Europe 
follows the natural axis of the Danube. The end of the 
book is lacunose and fragmentary. The description of 
Greece and the Aegean islands is covered in Books VIII-x. 
After a general introduction, which discusses the previous 
geographical tradition on Greece from Homer onward and 
announces the intention to take the sea and coast as a 
guiding thread through the description itself (as Ephorus 
had done), Strabo divides Greece into five peninsulas, 


beginning from the Peloponnese. The final part of Book X 
contains the description of Crete, the Cyclades and 
Sporades. 


Books XI-XVI describe the continent of Asia, subdivided as 
follows: northern and western Asia, except the Anatolian 
peninsula: the coasts of the Maeotis and Euxine as far as 
Colchis, Iberia, Albania, the Caucasus, the western coast of 
the Caspian Sea, Hyrcania, the Daae, Massagetae and 
Sacae (the last three belonging to the group of Scythians), 
Parthia, Aria, Margiana, Bactriana, Sogdiana, the Taurus, 
Media, Armenia); Asia Minor; India and Persia; Assyria, 
Syria and Arabia. The last book, finally, treats the regions 
of the continent of Africa: Egypt, Ethiopia, Libya. 


Strabo is conscious of the profitable interrelation between 
geography and historiography: problems posed by the one can 
be illuminated by the tools of the other, in such a way as to yield 
an explanation and comprehension of complex phenomena. In 
particular, he highlights how military campaigns have allowed 
geography to make great advances, through the discovery of 
new countries and a better knowledge of the peoples of the 
world. For example, when in the Geography he describes the 
region of Pontus, he is conscious of making accessible to the 
public recently acquired information that had been collected 
thanks to Roman military ventures in that area. Similarly, Strabo 
gives a lot of room to notices of an ethnographic and historical 
character, drawing them above all from Posidonius, whose 
researches certainly owed a lot to the recent wars fought by 
Rome, and from the tradition of the perip/us for the description 
of the sea coasts and riverbanks. In the same way, in Polybius 
and the historians of Alexander and of the Diadochi Strabo was 
able to find knowledge that derived from the presence in the 
Macedonian army of central European troops and from oral 
sources, official memoranda and military reports. 

Despite the many cues for narrative that are present in the 
work, Strabo’s style remains rather dry and monotonous: his 
goal is a simple exposition of data and facts, without troubling 


to pursue appealing details or rhetorical embellishments. 


3 Pausanias 


3.1 Biographical details 


We do not know either the native land nor the precise dates of 
Pausanias. Yet it is clear that he wrote during the period from 
Hadrian (117-138) to Marcus Aurelius (161-180) and that his 
work fits fully into the atmosphere of reassessing Greek culture 
in the central second century. From various passages in the 
work we learn that he was at least partly contemporary to 
Hadrian; on the other hand he mentions the invasion of Greece 
by the barbarian Costoboci, which occurred between 166 and 
180, and the celebration of the triumph of Marcus Aurelius over 
the Quadi, Marcomanni and Sarmatians, which took place in 
176. In conclusion, we will not go far wrong if we set his lifetime 
roughly between A.D. 100/110 and 180. 

In his work Description (periégésis) of Greece, Pausanias 
reveals very great familiarity with Asia Minor, to the point that it 
has been conjectured that his native land, or at least the place 
where he lived, should be sought in that area. A significant clue 
supporting this is the fact that he devotes a long digression to 
the Ionians of Asia in Book VII of his work, within the description 
of Achaea, where the Ionians were traditionally said to have 
originated. A further element that leads in the direction of 
placing Pausanias’ origin in western Asia Minor is provided by 
the evident affinities with the historiographical method of 
Herodotus (who was from Halicarnassus) that are present in the 
Description of Greece. 

Pausanias himself tells us of his numerous voyages, which 
gave him the opportunity to collect information and gain 
experience and which bring him close to the figure of 
Herodotus. He travelled to Syria and Palestine, Egypt as far as 
Thebes and the oasis of Ammon, and he visited Rome and its 
environs, as well as Capua and Pozzuoli (less likely, however, are 


voyages to Sicily and the Straits of Messina). In Greece, as well 
as the central and southern part that is the subject of his work, 
he visited Thessaly, Macedonia and probably Epirus. Of the 
timing, reasons and manner of his travels we know nothing, but 
it is enough to know that they existed, in order to place 
Pausanias alongside the figures of the sophists of the second 
century, who were itinerant within the vast borders of the 
pacified empire. 


3.2 The Description of Greece 


The geographical work entitled Description of Greece consists of 
a description of the central and southern region of the 
peninsula, pursued along a precise itinerary from Attica to the 
Peloponnese (travelling clockwise) and from Boeotia to 
Naupactus (the regions of the coast looking out towards the 
Peloponnese, from East to West). The geographical description 
is supplemented by a myriad of notices concerning history, 
anecdotes, mythography, artworks and antiquarian aspects of 
various kinds. Through this, the work takes on for the modern 
scholar the significance of a precious reservoir of information 
about the ancient world, which ranges from topography to 
history of art, from epigraphy to myth. The variety of facts 
transmitted in the Description make it quite precious for scholars 
of the ancient world, in particular those concerned with artistic 
and archaeological aspects of Greek culture. It is an 
indispensable point of reference, for example, for scholars of 
Greek architecture and sculpture. In this respect it is notable 
how scrupulous Pausanias is in describing sculpted works, with 
a specific interest in their material, from which, among other 
things, he derives information for chronological reflections. To 
take another example, notable importance is accorded to 
epigraphic documentation collected by Pausanias, which is 
today in large part lost in its material form but is still accessible 
through the Description for scholars of ancient inscriptions. 

In the manuscript transmission the Periégésis is divided into 
ten books: I Attica and the Megarid; II Corinth and the Argolid; 


III Laconia; IV Messenia; V-VI Elis; VII Achaea; VIII Arcadia; IX 
Boeotia; X Phocis with Delphi and Ozolian Locris to Naupactus. 
Some statements by the author cast light on a stratified 
compositional approach, carried out in successive phases. For 
example, in Book VII there is an allusion to the ddeion (a hall for 
musical performances) built at Athens by Herodes Atticus, which 
is not mentioned in the book on Attica, which must therefore 
have been written prior to the construction of the building. In 
sum, it seems that the composition of the work should be placed 
between 155/160 and 180 and that there were two main phases 
of composition, though the extent of each is debated. Doubts 
have also been raised about the completeness of the work: in 
some passages the author seems to promise a treatment of 
other Greek regions, and a late author (Stephanus of Byzantium, 
see below) has preserved a quotation from Pausanias that 
mentions a city of Euboea, Tamyna, that does not in fact appear 
in the text of the surviving work. 

We have mentioned the numerous journeys undertaken by 
Pausanias to the East, West and Greece. We should regard as 
fruits of these journeys the digressions included in the work 
concerning regions distant from Greece (on the Dead Sea, the 
Colossus of Memnon, the Temple of Diana at Capua, the works 
of Trajan at Rome). These passages make clear their character 
as additions, through the fact that they could easily be removed 
without any loss to the context. 

The practice of first-hand travel to the regions that are the 
subject of geographical and antiquarian inquiry can clearly be 
traced back to the model of Herodotus, who identified autopsy 
and the collection of local (often oral) sources as the surest 
criterion in historical research. It is not by chance that in the 
Description of Greece the testimony of Herodotus is reported 
almost always as being trustworthy and only occasionally 
supplemented or corrected. As regards Herodotus, however, in 
Pausanias we can observe a significant reversal of perspective in 
the changed historical circumstances. Herodotus described 
peoples foreign to a Greek public at the moment when it was at 
the highpoint of its political, economic and cultural 


development. Pausanias, on the contrary, is a Greek originally 
from a peripheral area who, a little nostalgically, assigns to his 
work - in this era of renewed philhellenism - the function of 
refreshing the ancient grandeur of the motherland in the eyes 
and memories of the dominant powers at Rome. 

The reference to Herodotus and to journeys leads us to 
touch on a quite important aspect of the documentary method 
adopted by Pausanias. As well as the experience gained by 
direct viewing of sites and monuments, in the collection of 
material for the work he also contributed an intense 
engagement with written sources. As we have said, alongside 
the elements that are purely descriptive, much space in the work 
is also given to historical and antiquarian, mythographic and 
anecdotal aspects, for which Pausanias could easily draw on 
previous historiographical works. While Herodotus plays a 
primary role, we see little drawn from historians such as 
Thucydides and Xenophon, although they are used for the 
Pentekontaetia and the Peloponnesian War. For the following 
years we find affinities with historiography on the Isocratean 
pattern, and for Hellenistic history Pausanias cites Hieronymus 
of Cardia and the autobiographical memoirs of King Pyrrhus. It 
is less easy to determine the role played by Polybius and 
Plutarch. One of the peculiarities of Pausanias is his wide use of 
local historians, who were guardians of regional curiosities and 
civic traditions, on whom he relied in order to enrich his work 
with rare or little known notices. 

His interest in documentation that is varied, precious and 
locally sourced leads Pausanias also to draw on literary sources, 
preferably archaic ones. Among the authors most cited are 
Homer and Pindar, sometimes mentioned to settle differences 
between other sources. Not a few quotations are drawn from 
other works in epic genres that are today lost. Other authors 
mentioned are Asius of Samos, Cinaethon of Lacedaemon, 
Hesiod, Aristeas, Panyassis, Apollonius Rhodius and Euphorion. 
The Description of Greece is a precious source also of poetic 
verses from archaic lyric and elegiac. Pausanias shows less 
fondness for Attic theatre, in which his sympathy, for ideological 


reasons too, goes to Aeschylus. 

It was once hypothesised that the genesis of Pausanias’ 
work was essentially book-based. But this judgement has been 
radically altered by more recent studies, according to which he 
skilfully combined a vast number of notices of many different 
kinds drawn from sources for which he used his own direct 
experience of “autopsy” thanks to his numerous journeys. To 
maintain (as has been done) that Pausanias had described not 
the Greece of his own times, but that of three centuries before, 
is to overlook his distinctive attitude, which is idealistic and 
classicising as it turns towards the past and is less attracted by 
the monuments of the late Hellenistic and contemporary ages. 


3.3 The Description of Greece and the Greek historiographical 
tradition 


In the past not enough attention was paid to the fact that, in 
homage to the traditional pursuit of originality, the main goal 
pursued by Pausanias and his work was that of supplementing 
and correcting the historical and geographical works by those 
who had preceded him, avoiding repetition of their contents. In 
many passages he states that he will pass over a topic or a 
description because it has already been treated by others. In 
some cases of this type he proposes corrections or adds some 
marginal details. Elsewhere Pausanias says that among so many 
possible topics he has preferred to choose those that lend 
themselves to an overall narrative. In sum we can conclude that, 
while availing of a large quantity of original and unpublished 
historical and antiquarian material, Pausanias has chosen not to 
rewrite a history of Greece (and so to inscribe himself in the 
historiographical tradition of Hellenica) and has preferred to take 
a new path: to draw up a geographical itinerary of the Greek 
regions and poleis, selectively inserting into this framework 
supplements and corrections to what was already known from 
previous historical narratives. 

These criteria fit parts of the work such as a section of Book I 
which, although taking its cue from the description of 


monuments preserved at Athens, in reality provides a history of 
the early Hellenistic Period. Similarly, a large part of Book IV 
supplements Herodotus’ account of the Messenian Wars. 
Likewise, the detailed description of Sparta, carried out with a 
sort of inventory of the city’s monuments (64 temples, 21 heréa, 
3 altars, 18 tombs, the market, the marble theatre, 8 porticos, 
etc.) seems to have its justification in the desire to refute 
Thucydides’ judgement on the modest aspect of the 
monumental city. 

The project of intervening on questions already treated by 
others only when corrections and original contributions are to 
be made is often achieved by drawing on oral traditions, in 
polemical opposition to written sources that had by then 
become canonical and codified. Significant from this point of 
view is the abundant presence in the work of verbs and 
expressions that refer to the sphere of speech. Pausanias’ 
attitude towards these traditions is not inspired by naive 
credulity: in a way not unlike that of Herodotus, according to 
whom the historian should report what is said but is not obliged 
to believe it, he often distances himself from the testimony 
reported or adopts a neutral attitude towards it. 

Of a similar kind is Pausanias acceptance of 
historiographical traditions that are minor, lesser known or less 
often repeated and the use of documentary sources such as 
inscriptions. For numerous original inscriptions Pausanias 
reports the text, either by drawing it from an intermediate 
source or by inspecting it in person, and archaeological 
discoveries continue to provide confirmations of the authenticity 
of these inscriptions. 

The same approach of selecting and supplementing moved 
Pausanias in the description of works of art, to which he applies 
his own criterion of “reading”: in well known monuments he 
proceeds by allusion and brief references (one example may 
stand for them all: the Parthenon), but in contrast he likes to 
dwell and linger on the lesser known and rare monuments, with 
a genuinely antiquarian taste. Further, he reserves particular 
attention for works of the archaic and classical Periods, and 


shows great interest in old buildings, even those that are 
dilapidated and ruined. Yet there is also no lack of interest in a 
similar selection of Hellenistic buildings or those from the better 
periods of the Roman domination, such as the Augustan, 
Trajanic and Hadrianic Periods, evidently in homage to the 
author's own political preferences. 


3.4 Reception 


The Description of Greece was quite little used in antiquity. The 
reason for this limited success should be sought in all likelihood 
in the very character of the work, which was wholly aimed at a 
classicising renewal of the past glories of Greece and was hence 
tied to the tastes and interests of the cultivated classes of the 
second century. Its circulation was thus bound to fail after the 
Antonine Era, through the fading of the ideological and cultural 
conditions in which it had been produced. Interest in Pausanias 
came to the fore again in the Byzantine Age, in the recurring 
phases of “renaissance” and classicising returns to the Greek 
past, beginning from Stephanus of Byzantium (who lived in the 
sixth century and was author of a geoand ethnographic 
encyclopedia). 


4 Claudius Ptolemaeus 


4.1 An encyclopaedic scientist 


Despite the fact that Strabo had introduced a decisive turn in a 
historical and ethnographic direction in geographic exposition, 
an older tradition reckoned geography among the scientific 
disciplines and this was the strand that was picked up in the 
second century A.D. by the versatile and industrious figure of 
Claudius Ptolemaeus. He worked in various spheres of science, 
concerning himself not only with geography, but also 
astronomy, astrology, mathematics, geometry, harmony and 
optics: we will discuss him again in the chapter on scientific 


literature (cf. below VII 2). In the sphere of geography 
Ptolemaeus distinguished himself by the composition of large 
works concerning whole fields, which collected and elaborated 
the materials and advances of previous research. By picking up 
the old approach of Eratosthenes (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2), 
he sought to order and interpret geographical knowledge ina 
mathematical mode. 


4.2 Biographical notices and principal works 


Ptolemaeus was born around A.D. 100 in Ptolemais in Upper 
Egypt and he spent part of his life at Alexandria, where he 
contributed to the rebirth of the Museum. There he was 
occupied for several years collecting material for the 
composition of his principal work, the manual of astronomy in 
thirteen books entitled Ma@npattknh ouvtaétc (“systematic 
mathematical treatise”) and then known as Meyiotn oUvtakic 
(“the greatest systematic treatise”) or (from the Arabic 
translation of the title) Almagest. The work is emblematic of 
Ptolemaeus’ systematic mentality, which aimed to reduce the 
observation and description of the heavenly bodies to a 
mathematical calculation of an organic whole. 

As well as other works of astronomy and the disciplines 
mentioned above, Ptolemaeus composed his Geography in eight 
books - the full title is Geographical Guide (Tewypaytkn 
UMNynotc) - with the aim of providing an instrument for the 
construction of maps, that defined the astronomical position of 
around 8000 locations on Earth, indicating their latitude and 
longitude. Despite the inaccuracies (due to his adoption of the 
calculation of the Earth’s circumference by Posidonius, which 
was less precise than that of Eratosthenes, and to the use of 
imprecise traveller's accounts as the sources for the distances), 
this work enjoyed great resonance until the Middle Ages, 
gaining much success for the rigour and breadth of the topics 
treated. 


V Plutarch of Chaeronea 


1 Plutarch and Graeco-Latin culture 


In the complex cultural landscape of the Imperial Period the 
figure of Plutarch stands out as an authoritative witness to his 
times. Endowed with vast cultural breadth and multiple 
interests, he embraced in himself the awareness and weight of 
responsibility that characterised his generation: the awareness 
of being the heir to the immense legacy of the past Greek 
civilisation and the responsibility of turning himself into a 
forceful interpreter and continuator of it. 

Plutarch incarnated this role as upholder of Hellenic culture 
perfectly and fulfilled it in complete harmony with the historical 
climate of Graeco-Roman society in the first to second century 
A.D. In his attempt to recover and revalue Greek paideia, ina 
context of advanced political and administrative Romanisation, 
some of the motivations at work were connected to the peculiar 
relationship between Greece and the imperial power of Rome. 
He inscribed himself into the implicit but already age-old and 
evident dialectic of integration and competition between the 
two “nations” and cultures, which played out on the two 
different levels of political domination, on one side, and primacy 
in artistic, literary and intellectual civilisation in general, on the 
other. The political supremacy of Rome was already, for Plutarch 
too, an undisputed and incontrovertible matter of fact, yet it was 
still the potentials of the Greek heritage that seemed to be rich 
enough to function as guide in revitalising and energetically 
inspiring the present era. 

Plutarch is every bit a man of his time, as he draws on forms 
of thinking and organising knowledge that were becoming 
established in the first centuries of the empire: a tendency 
towards synthesis and eclecticism in philosophical matters; the 
accentuation of normative aspects and rhetorical components in 


the field of literature; in general a deep sense of continuity and 
of an endless debt owed to the past ages, the results and goals 
of which were indispensable points of reference for 
contemporary man. This insistent retrospective gaze was thus 
not nostalgia, intellectualism or antiquarian pedantry, but a firm 
and convinced trust in the continuity and vivid actuality of 
Hellenic civilisation. 


2 Life 


Plutarch’s homeland was Chaeronea in Boeotia, where he was 
born on a date that we cannot pin down with absolute certainty, 
but which should be placed around A.D. 45. The figures of his 
father Autobulus, grandfather Lamprias, great-grandfather 
Nearchus, brothers Lamprias and Timon and his wife Timoxena 
recur in his works, in which the sense of family is very marked. 
He had three sons and one daughter. The latter died at the age 
of two while he was away from home. In that circumstance he 
sent to his wife a heartfelt, and still extant, Consolation. He 
certainly received careful training in rhetoric, an obligatory and 
indispensable component of education at the time. The school 
curriculum would next have included philosophy. As his teacher 
in this sphere he cites the Platonic philosopher Ammonius, 
whose lectures he attended at Athens. Here he entered the 
Academy and devoted himself to assimilating the thought of 
Plato with passion and depth. 

During his adult life he held civic offices at Chaeronea (as 
eponymous archén, superintendent of public buildings and head 
of the construction police), in accordance with Platonic-Stoic 
ethics, which urged political engagement and obedience to civic 
duties. His political activities must have included a large 
component of diplomatic contacts and missions to the Roman 
authorities. His diplomatic activity also gave him the opportunity 
to undertake a series of journeys: to Greece, Egypt and probably 
Asia Minor; he stayed at Rome on a number of occasions from 
the Flavian Period onward and visited the cities of northern Italy. 


At Rome he gave lectures and won the admiration of leading 
figures in the emperor's entourage, some of whom appear as 
dedicatees of his works. Through the intervention of his 
influential friend Lucius Mestrius Florus, Plutarch also acquired 
the Roman citizenship. 

As his fame grew, Plutarch accumulated prestigious 
positions and public awards. From A.D. 95 he was priest of 
Delphi; it seems that he received from Trajan the honour of 
ornamenta consularia and from Hadrian missions on embassies 
between Rome and Greece; later he was epimelétés of the 
Delphic Amphictiony. At Chaeronea, where he spent the last part 
of his life, pupils both Greek and Roman sought out his 
instruction; many of them have left quite vivid traces in his 
works, in which they figure as protagonists or dedicatees. He 
died around A.D. 125 at an advanced age. 


3 The Plutarchan corpus 


We possess an ancient catalogue of Plutarch’s works, preserved 
in the Suda lexicon, which attributes it to one of Plutarch’s sons 
by the name of Lamprias. Yet it does not appear that Plutarch 
had any son of this name (though one of his brothers was called 
Lamprias) and the question of the author of the catalogue is a 
thorny problem. The catalogue proper is preceded by a letter 
which “Lamprias” sent to an anonymous addressee along with 
the list of his father’s works. Some modern scholars believe that 
the list reproduces a catalogue, datable to the third or fourth 
century, of the writings of Plutarch preserved in some library; 
according to others the letter is a forgery of the thirteenth to 
fourteenth century. 

The catalogue includes the titles of 227 works in a total of 
278 books, out of which today there survive 83 works in 87 
books (and fragments of around another 15 works). Yet the list 
does not include 18 other surviving works nor a further 15 for 
which we have notices in the indirect tradition (i.e. the catalogue 
is incomplete). 


Therefore a great deal has been lost out of an immense 
output, but there is also a great deal that has survived. The 
extant works fill a whole library shelf; they include some works 
that we can identify as inauthentic or doubtful, but they are 
known overall by the obvious name the Corpus Plutarcheum. 
Within this, two large categories of writings are traditionally 
recognised: the collection of biographies entitled Parallel Lives 
(Biot TapaAAnAoL, often simply Lives) and the shorter works of 
moralistic content under the collective name of Moralia (E@tKd). 

The Lives are generally regarded as a work of Plutarch’s 
maturity. As for the Moralia, one possible chronology sets in his 
juvenile period the rhetorical works written with dazzling tones 
and effects, while to the author’s maturity would be assigned 
the works that show more substance in their content and 
greater attention to philosophy and to ethical and religious 
duties, along with a more robust formal originality. All this is of 
course conjectural and susceptible to subjective evaluations. 


4 The Lives 


The ancient tradition has preserved almost complete the 
collection of biographies entitled Parallel Lives, which for the 
most part set alongside each other the lives of a Greek anda 
Roman figure that present some affinity or common feature. 

A total of 50 biographies survive, which can be grouped as 
follows: 22 pairs (but in one case four lives are set in 
comparison: Agis and Cleomenes on the one hand and Tiberius 
and Gaius Gracchus on the other) and four single biographies: 
Aratus, Artaxerxes (the Persian king, i.e. a non-Greek), Ga/ba and 
Otho. The chronological span of the Lives ranges from the 
mythical past (Theseus and Romulus) to contemporary history: an 
important section of the collection was in fact formed by the 
lives of the Roman emperors up to the Flavians, but all that 
survives from this part are the Lives, just mentioned, of Galba 
and Otho. Many biographical pairs, finally, are accompanied by a 
closing synkrisis, i.e. a close comparison of the two figures. The 


Lives were probably all written after A.D. 96. 

The biographies are transmitted in manuscripts that can be 
traced back to two recensions, or ancient editorial 
arrangements: one in two volumes, and one in three. In the two- 
volume recension, which is probably the earlier one, the Lives 
were arranged according to the chronology of the Greek figures, 
from Theseus-Romulus to Philopoemen-Flamininus. In the 
tripartite recension, attested by the majority of manuscripts, the 
Lives were arranged according to the ethnic of the Greek figure, 
from Athenians to Spartans, with the figures in chronological 
order within each subdivision. Its three volumes ran as follows: 
from Theseus-Romulus to Demosthenes-Cicero; from Phocion-Cato 
the Younger to Alexander-Caesar; and from Demetrius-Antony to 
Agesilaus-Pompey. According to a modern hypothesis, the 
collection opened with the lost pair Epaminondas-Scipio, 
preceded by a general preface and by the dedication. 

We provide here a list of all the Parallel Lives, following the 
order attested in the tripartite manuscript transmission: 
Theseus-Romulus, Solon-Publicola, Themistocles-Camillus, 
Aristides-Marcus Cato, Cimon-Lucullus, Pericles-Fabius Maximus, 
Nicias-Crassus, Alcibiades-Caius Marcius Coriolanus, Demosthenes- 
Cicero, Phocion-Cato the Younger, Dion-Brutus, Paulus Aemilius- 
Timoleon, Sertorius-Eumenes, Philopoemen-Flamininus, Pelopidas- 
Marcellus, Alexander-Caesar, Demetrius- Antony, Pyrrhus-Caius 
Marius, Aratus, Artaxerxes, Agis and Cleomenes-Tiberius and Gaius 
Gracchus, Lycurgus-Numa, Lysander-Sulla, Agesilaus-Pompey, 
Galba and Otho. 

The biographical pair Theseus-Romulus is one of the few that 
concern “historical” persons whose figures are lost in the 
mythical tradition. Plutarch is conscious of the fact that they 
belong to a period for which it is not possible to achieve 
probable or certain knowledge, but he maintains that what is 
still necessary is “purifying Fable, making her submit to reason 
and take on the semblance of History” (Theseus 1, 5). In these 
two Lives the erudite character of the work is accentuated, with 
quotations from all kinds of authors and statements attributed 
to various traditions not further specified. The biographical 


reconstruction in this case therefore takes the form of a learned 
report or summary of the various opinions and traditions 
around the two figures, who were weighed down with centuries 
of historical and erudite reconstructions and poetic and literary 
elaboration. The author is inclined towards the rationalistic 
versions, to the point that he omits some famous details of 
myth; where there is a contradiction between sources, he 
sometimes dwells on specific odd variants. There are also 
aetiological sections on toponyms, rites and festivals, for which 
Plutarch undoubtedly drew on the Attidographers and the 
Athenian local historians and, for Rome, on antiquarians such as 
Varro and Juba. 

The biographies of Demetrius and Antony belong to 
Plutarch’s full maturity, being datable to A.D. 116 to 117. 
Prominent in this biographical pair is the role assigned to the 
mutability of fortune, which determines the existential arc of the 
two figures. The figure of Demetrius Poliorcetes is complex and 
nuanced, but essentially to be condemned. He is introduced, 
after notices about his family, by a physical and psychological 
portrait whose qualities and defects are set up in counterpoint. 
Yet his initial positive qualities are gradually, and then rapidly, 
corrupted by his defects, in a deterioration that was promoted 
by the adulation of the Athenians, which fed his hubris. After 
some attempts to get back on track, Plutarch’s Demetrius ends 
by renouncing his previous ambitions and abandoning himself 
to drink, gambling and pleasure. Similarly, Antony achieves the 
highest levels of power thanks to his gifts, but his youth is 
branded immoral by Plutarch. Octavian, shrewd and calculating, 
and Cleopatra, beautiful and flattering, bring his failings to the 
fore and become insuperable obstacles. The role assigned to 
Cleopatra is emblematic of Plutarch’s conception of women: 
love for the Egyptian queen destroys all the good that remained 
in Antony (from chapter 25 of the Life of Antony the figure of 
Cleopatra takes on great prominence, to the point that this is 
almost a double biography). 

Plutarch must have set about composing the Lives with the 
double aim, which was dear to him, of reminding the Romans of 


the glorious past of the Greek world and inviting the Greeks to 
adopt a conciliatory attitude towards Rome. Plutarch was in this 
way inviting the intellectual and political elites of the empire to 
discover the grandeur and dignity of Hellenic civilisation, a goal 
fully achieved a few decades later with the advent of Hadrian 
and the Antonines. As well as this aim there was another one, 
equally important: to place his contemporaries in the presence 
of great figures of the past, from whose high qualities or vices 
they could draw significant and useful moral lessons. One can 
detect how Plutarch liked to draw his figures in chiaroscuro 
brushstrokes, refraining from constructing images that are 
absolutely virtuous or vicious and instead trying to mingle 
qualities and failings. For this reason even a negative pair such 
as Demetrius and Antony takes on an edifying role, to the extent 
that, as Plutarch explains in the preface, the negative example 
can point us by contrast towards the righteous life. 


4.1 Plutarch’s Lives and the relation between biography and 
historiography 


In the famous introduction to the Life of Alexander, Plutarch 
clearly sets out his programme as a writer of biographies and 
not of historiography, founded on his intention not to repeat 
what had already been narrated by the historians, but rather to 
attend to the particular and everyday aspects that often reveal a 
person’s character better than is done by political and military 
events of major significance (ch. 1): oUte yap iotopiac 
YpaMouEv, AAG Bious, “I am not writing history but biography.” 
Plutarch continues by observing that “in the most illustrious 
deeds there is not always a manifestation of virtue or vice, nay, a 
slight thing like a phrase or a jest often makes a greater 
revelation of character than battles where thousands fall, or the 
greatest armaments, or sieges of cities.” 

It cannot be ruled out that this proemium may have been 
placed at the beginning of the Life of Alexander to justify the 
author’s failure to present exhaustive information when faced 
with the very rich historiographical tradition in this case. On the 


other hand, its content undoubtedly has a general conceptual 
and programmatic significance that can be extended to the 
entire collection, as is demonstrated by the presence of the 
same concepts at the beginning of the Life of Nicias. Here (ch. 1) 
Plutarch criticises authors such as Timaeus who were so bold as 
to narrate the events concerning this Athenian general by 
entering into competition with the inimitable account of 
Thucydides. Plutarch, to the contrary, has limited himself to 
running through in a succinct way the events already 
expounded by others, while concentrating his research on lesser 
known aspects and episodes and so “not gathering meaningless 
historical data, but recording data which promote the 
understanding of character and personality” of the figure. 

Thus by using the genre of biography Plutarch maintains the 
ability to intervene with supplements and corrections to the 
prestigious tradition of classical historiographical models, 
declining to engage in a risky and over-ambitious competition 
with them. In a similar way, some decades later Pausanias 
would use another “secondary” or “alternative” genre, the 
periégésis, as an original route that allowed him to intervene 
through supplements and corrections to the historiographical 
narrations of the past (cf. above IV 3). 

Notable inspiration for the genre of biography had come in 
the Hellenistic Age both from Peripatetic circles (attracted by the 
problem of ethics and so by the description of the éthos of 
eminent figures) and from the world of Alexandrian erudition 
(which aimed rather at the collection of materials and 
documents: cf. The Hellenistic Age III 1.6). However, these forms 
of biography essentially dealt with literary and philosophical 
figures; it is not clear whether there was an output of Lives of 
political figures before those written by the Latin author 
Cornelius Nepos, who lived in the first century B.C. and who can 
hence to a certain degree be seen as the model for Plutarch. If 
one wishes to trace the genesis of political biography, one 
should remember that the monographs Agesilaus by Xenophon 
and the Life of Philopoemen by Polybius do not fit this genre, but 
belong rather to the genre of prose encomium. On the other 


hand, one should not overlook the fact that substantial 
biographical elements concerning political figures are present 
within works earlier than the Imperial Period and Nepos. One 
possible example is the (lost) digression that Theopompus 
devoted to the Athenian demagogues: if that consisted of 
narratives of biographical type, then it should be considered the 
earliest attestation of political “biography,” but it is important to 
keep distinct what can be regarded and labelled as 
“biographical interest” from what constitutes a genuine 
biography as an autonomous genre. 

It is likely that the genre of biography had constituted a 
familiar source of information only or predominantly for figures 
from literature and philosophy, whereas those who sought 
information about political figures would essentially turn to 
historical works. We know that this was Plutarch’s mode of 
working and that he then corrected and supplemented the 
information that he found among the historians with 
information drawn from his own researches (of varying depth) 
in erudite and antiquarian writings. This is the reason why his 
Lives are for us the source of numerous fragments of lost works 
of various genres, above all from the Hellenistic Era. 


4.2 Peripatetic influences on Plutarch’s Lives 


Various elements of biography within the Peripatetic school 
exerted an influence on Plutarch. Among these, one that 
emerges clearly is the need to identify a person's éthos by 
characterising his way of thinking and acting. This is the case, 
for example, of the Athenian general Nicias, whose 
representation by Plutarch turns entirely on his superstitious 
character, or of Alcibiades, who is seen as a scheming, ambitious 
flatterer. 

Aristotle asserted the importance, for the formation of an 
individual’s éthos, not just of physis, but of proairesis, i.e. the free 
and voluntary faculty of decision and choice. This conception 
assumes great thematic importance in Plutarch’s biographies. 
Even figures who are fundamentally negative are not to be 


condemned right from the start, as a matter of nature: the 
negative developments of their existence depended on the 
choices, conscious and voluntary to some degree, that aligned 
them towards evil through a prevalence of vices and corruption. 
Another recurring theme drawn from the typology of the 
Peripatetic bios is the metabolé (uetaBoAn), i.e. the change that 
sometimes occurs in a person's character, subverting 
expectations. 

Some would also ascribe the very distinction between 
history and biography to the theorisations dear to Aristotelian 
circles, a distinction that occurs in quite similar terms also in 
Cornelius Nepos (Life of Pelopidas 1, 1). Finally, the collections of 
famous sayings and witticisms, or apophthegmata, have also 
been ascribed to the enthusiasm for forming collections, which 
derived from Peripatetic approaches. 


5 Moralia 


The generic name Moralia or better, in Greek, EOtKd (Ethica), a 
title drawn from the edition produced by the Byzantine scholar 
Maximus Planudes, designates a collection of around 80 works, 
only part of which are in reality on moral topics. The literary 
form of these essays is also varied. In the more substantial 
works, Plutarch often uses dialogue and so inscribes himself, at 
least formally, into the prestigious Platonic tradition. These 
include dihegematic dialogues, i.e. those reported by one of the 
participants, dramatic dialogues, i.e. characterised by direct 
speech, and mixed dialogues, in which the conversation is retold 
within a direct dialogue. There are also monographs in treatise 
form (historical-critical and antiquarian), declamations of the 
type used in school and rhetorical education and diatribes in the 
tradition of popular philosophy, on ethical themes and 
addressed to a non-specialist, popular audience. 

Solely in order to give a clear organisation to the exposition, 
we may distinguish within the whole of the Moralia three groups 
of writings: philosophical and pedagogical works (both 


popularising and specialist); ethical and political ones; and 
others on miscellaneous topics (including scientific, literary 
critical, and erudite or antiquarian themes). 


5.1 Philosophical and pedagogical writings 


Among the writings on ethical topics with a popularising 
character, we may record first of all a pair of treatises that focus 
on the symptomatology of human characters and behaviours, as 
How to Tell a Flatterer from a Friend (De adulatore et amico) and 
Concerning Talkativeness (De garrulitate). Specific moral 
questions, addressed by contrasting typical characters and 
attitudes, are the topic of essays such as Whether Vice Be 
Sufficient to Cause Unhappiness (An vitiositas ad infelicitatem 
sufficiat), On Envy and Hate (De invidia et odio), Desire and Grief - 
Psychical or Bodily Phenomena? (De libidine et aegritudine, 
authorship of which has been contested) and Virtue and Vice (De 
virtute et vitio). Some works are decidedly paraenetic, i.e. they 
offer moral advice: On Moral Virtue (De virtute morali), On the 
Control of Anger (De cohibenda ira), How a Man May Become Aware 
of His Progress in Virtue (De profectis in virtute) and On Tranquility 
of Mind (De tranquillitate animi). In the work How to Profit by One’s 
Enemies (De capienda ex inimicis utilitate) it is stated that one 
should not treat a vanquished enemy with spite, lest one incur 
his revenge sooner or later. The treatises On Brotherly Love (De 
fraterno amore) and On Affection for Offspring (De amore prolis) 
are testimonies to the intensity of Plutarch’s feelings in relation 
to the family, which we find addressed also in a more intimate 
sphere in the works Advice to Bride and Groom (Praecepta 
coniugalia), Consolation to His Wife (Consolatio ad uxorem, 
addressed to his wife on the occasion of the loss of their little 
daughter Timoxena) and The Dialogue on Love (Amatorius). In the 
last of these writings it is stated that physical attraction between 
spouses, while important, is a less lasting aspect than the strong 
bonds forged by shared affections and by reciprocal support. 
Different tones and contents are found in a series of more 
specialised works, which address precise philosophical 


questions raised by the traditional Greek schools of thought. 
These works constitute for us a precious mine of information on 
the individual schools, as well as on the eclectic orientation of 
Plutarch’s thought, which is essentially Platonic-Stoic in 
character. Three treatises are devoted to anti-Stoic polemic: On 
Stoic Self-Contradiction (De Stoicorum repugnantiis), The Stoics Talk 
More Paradoxically Than the Poets (Stoicos absurdiora poetis 
dicere) and Against the Stoics on Common Conceptions (De 
communibus notitiis contra Stoicos). Plutarch agrees with Stoicism 
on the duty of constant effort in favour of other people and the 
thesis that a divine providence regulates the world, but on the 
other hand he does not admit the conception of a mortal soul 
subject to the alternation of cosmic cycles, nor the belief in 
divinity as immanent. There are also three surviving writings 
with anti-Epicurean content: That Epicurus Actually Makes a 
Pleasant Life Impossible (Non posse suaviter vivi secundum 
Epicurum), Reply to Colotes in Defence of the Other Philosophers 
(Adversum Colotem) and Is “Live Unknown” a Wise Precept? (De 
latenter vivendo). Out of Epicurus’ thought Plutarch would retain 
almost nothing and he attacks it from all angles. Platonic topics 
are addressed in the treatises On the Generation of the Soul in the 
Timaeus (De animae procreatione in Timaeo) and Platonic 
Questions (Platonicae quaestiones). Not authentic, but of great 
importance for our knowledge of ancient thought, is the On the 
Views held by Philosophers (De placitis philosophorum). 

We can also assign to the philosophical theme the writings 
on theological and religious subjects, a sphere to which we can 
see that Plutarch, who long held the prestigious office of priest 
of Apollo at Delphi, was very sensitive. Some of these treatises 
confront single questions. The E at Delphi (De E apud Delphos) 
offers a round up of possible interpretations of the letter epsilon 
that could be read at the entrance to the temple of Apollo at 
Delphi. In The Oracles at Delphi No Longer Given in Verse (De 
Pythiae oraculis) the topic of the decline in the metrical form of 
oracular responses by the Pythia introduces the problem of the 
decline of oracles themselves, which is also the theme of The 
Obsolescence of Oracles (De defectu oraculorum): the speakers in 


that dialogue propose various explanations of the phenomenon, 
including the momentary disappearance of the demons, 
intermediaries between the divine and human spheres, the 
depopulation of Greece and the increase in human perversity. 
The work Isis and Osiris (De Iside et Osiride), as well as attesting 
to the spread of Egyptian religion within the empire, offers a 
wealth of information on it: it presents a syncretistic reading of 
cult practices, priestly careers and mythology, in the light of 
rationality and allegorical interpretation, with the aim of 
escaping the snares of superstition, which is considered worse 
than atheism. On the Sign of Socrates (De genio Socratis) 
addresses the traditional problem of the daimonion of Socrates. 
Fideistic tones characterise the On the Delays of the Divine 
Vengeance (De sera numinis vindicta), a valuable dihegematic 
dialogue on the ineluctable execution of divine justice, in which 
Plutarch himself takes the stage in the role of fictitious narrator. 

Particularly interesting, and with a certain success also 
among modern readers, are some works on pedagogical topics, 
which are useful both for the reconstruction of this sphere of 
ancient thought and for understanding the principles of Hellenic 
paideia professed by Plutarch. The treatises How the Young Man 
Should Study Poetry (De audiendis poetis), On Listening to Lectures 
(De audiendo) and The Education of Children (De liberis educandis) 
address particular questions of method and content in the 
education of the young, a motif that is present also in many 
other writings of Plutarch. A text that is perhaps more 
important, De liberis educandis, is subject to serious doubts 
about its authenticity, though the work seems to have a close 
connection to the practice of school-teaching and to Plutarch’s 
own teaching approach. Its rediscovery in the West had a major 
influence on humanist pedagogical theory. 


5.2 Ethical and political writings 


We can collect in this group some writings on political and moral 
topics, two aspects that are in fact often inextricably mixed 
together in Plutarch’s thought. 


One of the more important political works is the Precepts of 
Statecraft (NoAttiKa TlapayyéApata or Praecepta gerendae rei 
publicae), in which Plutarch reveals a pragmatic attitude towards 
the now unavoidable Roman domination of Greece, while well 
aware of the limits that it imposes on local politics. 
Consequently, he indicates that the first task of the wise 
politician is to maintain peace and security by avoiding the risk 
that rivalries and conflicts, an endemic evil in the Greek world, 
might force an intervention by the rulers. The application of this 
proposal implies that political man should possess moral virtues 
such as self-control and rectitude. Some treatises on political 
topics have a didactic and paraenetic tone, such as: Whether an 
Old Man Should Engage in Public Affairs (An seni sit gerenda res 
publica), That a Philosopher Ought to Converse Especially with Men 
in Power (Maxime cum principibus philosopho esse disserendum), 
To an Uneducated Ruler (Ad principem ineruditum) and On 
Monarchy, Democracy, and Oligarchy (De tribus rei publicae 
generibus; perhaps from Plutarch’s school). 


5.3 Treatises on miscellaneous themes 


Plutarch reveals polymathic gifts and a vast breadth of culture in 
a long series of other writings on miscellaneous topics, ranging 
from rhetoric to literary criticism, from natural sciences to 
historical and antiquarian learning. In this he in a sense 
becomes the heir to the Aristotelian conception of knowledge, a 
systematic and encyclopaedic idea that does not set limits or 
walls between the different spheres of knowledge. 

One series of texts of rhetorical character reveals by their 
very form that they were composed in a youthful phase, when 
Plutarch had not yet matured into his attitude of moderate 
reserve in relation to rhetoric, which would later become clear. 
Some are So far from the balance typical of Plutarch that some 
critics even exclude that they could have been intended for 
publication. We may note the writings that address themes 
typical of epideictic declamation, such as the discussion of the 
role of Tyché in human affairs: Chance (De fortuna), On the 


Fortune of the Romans (De fortuna Romanorum), On the Fortune or 
the Virtue of Alexander (De Alexandri fortuna aut virtute I-II) and 
Were the Athenians More Famous in War or in Wisdom? (De gloria 
Atheniensium). 

Exegetical essays were devoted to the works of Hesiod (we 
have parts of a Commentary, which was extensively used by later 
commentators), Aratus and Nicander. The “catalogue of 
Lamprias” also cites a commentary on Euripides, of which 
nothing survives. Some writings were true monographs on 
authors of the past. The best known out of this group is perhaps 
the On the Malice of Herodotus (De Herodoti malignitate), a sort of 
polemical pamphlet against the historian, who is held to be 
guilty of factiousness in judging the attitude of Thebes during 
the Persian Wars. We may also recall the Comparison between 
Aristophanes and Menander (Aristophanis et Menandri 
comparatio), which survives in an abbreviated form, from which 
emerges a judgement in favour of the more recent comedian. 
Interesting but spurious are the Lives of the Ten Orators (Decem 
oratorum vitae), which presents a series of biographies of the 
most important Greek orators, the work On the Life and Poetry of 
Homer, which is rich in material from Alexandrian philology, and 
the treatise On Music, which is one of our primary sources on 
this subject. 

Among the writings on scientific topics, the themes that 
emerge are physiology, biology and zoology, though these also 
feature the principles of ethics. The Advice about Keeping Well (De 
tuenda sanitate praecepta) maintains the importance of a 
balance between good physical condition and serenity of mind. 
In On the Eating of the Flesh (De esu carnium) Plutarch asserts the 
necessity of avoiding unbridled consumption and of respecting 
the ancient habits, codified by Pythagoras and Empedocles, that 
denied man’s right to the lives of animals, prefiguring the 
possibility of metempsychosis, and exhorted them not to eat 
meat. Halfway between an essay on nature and rhetorical 
writing of the epideictic type lies Whether Land or Sea Animals Are 
Cleverer (De sollertia animalium), in which Plutarch aims to 
demonstrate the capacity for reflection and understanding in 


animals on land and sea. The thesis is picked up again in Beasts 
Are Rational (Bruta animalia ratione uti), in which Gryllus, one of 
the companions of Odysseus transformed into a pig, states that 
animal existence has some aspects that are better than human 
existence. In Concerning the Face Which Appears in the Orb of the 
Moon (De facie in orbe lunae) Lamprias, brother of Plutarch, 
reports a learned dialogue on the marks on the surface of the 
moon and on the possibility that the moon holds forms of life. 
A characteristic series of writings has the typical traits of the 
literature of scholarly compilations, in which the central 
thematic motif is a pretext for accumulating around it a large 
amount of disparate information drawn from various places. 
Antiquarian interest is foundational to collections of data and 
anecdotes such as The Roman Questions (Quaestiones Romanae) 
and The Greek Questions (Quaestiones Graecae). The frame of a 
symposium provides the background to The Dinner of the Seven 
Wise Men (Convivium Septem Sapientium), in which we find a 
fusion of gnomic and symposiastic literature, and to the Table- 
Talk (Quaestiones convivales), in nine books, which is a work of 
maturity in which very varied themes are treated within the 
traditional frame of the banquet. Other writings collect the 
sayings of famous figures (apophthegmata), matching a taste 
and curiosity that accord with the idea (expressed in the Life of 
Alexander) that often a triviality, a phrase or a joke can reveal 
someone’s character better than famous political and military 
undertakings. Among these we note the Sayings of Kings and 
Commanders (Regum et imperatorum apophthegmata), dedicated 
to Trajan; the Sayings of Spartans (Apophthegmata Laconica); and 
the Sayings of Spartan Women (Apophthegmata Lacaenarum). 
Modern scholars have often debated the origin, purpose 
and also the real authorship of these miscellaneous collections. 
Older theories regarded them as later forgeries, as created out 
of material drawn from Plutarch’s works, or as works that 
Plutarch himself put together by reusing the documetnation 
used in the Lives, but these ideas now seem to have been 
superseded. Scholars today tend to see in the miscellaneous 
works a varied legacy of preliminary documentation, which 


formed the principal instrument of Plutarch’s “workshop” and 
which was probably produced by adding to pre-existing 
selections with the fruits of his own deep and extensive reading. 
It is possible that the publication of these works, which were 
created, so to speak, for private use, was posthumous and goes 
back to the initiative of Plutarch’s admirers, who aimed to 
publish his entire written legacy. 


5.4 The primacy of ethics 


We have observed how the name H@tka (Ethica), in Latin 
Moralia, is a term that strictly speaking is not appropriate to the 
entire collection of writings known under this title. Yet we 
should recognise that there is hardly any piece of writing by 
Plutarch in which an ethical element cannot be identified. This is 
a clear mark of the author’s great interest in moral reflection, 
i.e. reflection that aims to define the norms to which individual 
behaviour or éthos conform. 

It is necessary to underline once again the importance that 
éthos (in the literal sense of “character,” “behavioural 
propensity”) assumes in the Parallel Lives too. Just as the Moralia 
include abundant historical exempla and anecdotes, which are 
offered as paradigms of vices and virtues, so also in the Lives the 
ethical interest informs and guides the historical and 
biographical narrative. This interaction between history and 
morality is perhaps one of the most significant traits of 
Plutarch’s intellectual personality and it emerges clearly as a 
unifying factor in the dense exchange of materials, quotations, 
data and anecdotes between the two groups of works, i.e. Lives 
and Moralia. 

Plutarch’s marked interest in moral philosophy should not 
come as a surprise. We have seen how, from the Hellenistic Age, 
the problem of ethics had held a central position in 
philosophical reflection in the principal schools of thought, from 
the Academy to the Peripatos, from Stoicism to Epicureanism. 
Plato, in relation to whom Plutarch reveals a kind of intellectual 
devotion, had outlined the important function of the 


philosopher in society as a guide of collective action; the Stoics, 
picking up this aspect of Plato’s vision, regarded it as an 
inescapable imperative that the sage engage ethically and 
politically in person. Beyond the substantial eclecticism of his 
thought and the criticisms made also of Stoicism, Plutarch is 
clearly inspired by these Platonic and Stoic premises. He 
chooses to interpret them in a mystical and religious key in his 
own reflection and activity as a productive writer, granting the 
ethical demand a primary position and foundational role in 
thought and life. 


6 Language and style 


One of the characteristics of Plutarch’s personality is his very 
fine sensibility as a writer of vast literary culture and refined 
stylistic gifts. His chosen language is an Atticism that is not 
extreme, but softened by the presence of the koiné, attentive to 
the goal of guaranteeing clear and precise diction. Above all in 
the Moralia, however, there are also passages of great 
conceptual density, with a matching syntactical complexity. 
Plutarch’s preferred stylistic register, too, is the middle, plain 
level, which aimed to achieve clear and appropriate expression 
and to provide pleasure in reading by a skilful balance in the use 
of rhetorical devices. His rigorous tendency to avoid hiatus is 
commonly taken as a criterion to determine whether a work is 
authentic. 


7 Reception 


Plutarch’s work enjoyed swift and immense success already 
from the period straight after his death. Testimony to this is the 
presence in the corpus of numerous apocryphal works, evidently 
introduced in order to ensure they would gain circulation and 
attention. The conceptual outlook of the Moralia guaranteed 
appreciation by the pagan Neoplatonics, but also by the 


Christian authors of the fourth century, who saw in them certain 
points of agreement with Christian morality. The Lives on the 
other hand met with particular favour above all in the Modern 
Era, beginning from their rediscovery in the West in the 
Renaissance, and they exerted an important influence on 
European culture in the following centuries (Shakespeare, Alfieri, 
Foscolo, Leopardi). 


VI Jewish and Christian Literature 


1 Jewish literature in the Greek language 
1.1 Philo of Alexandria 
1.1.1 Philo and the Alexandrian setting 


The versatile and complex figure of Philo is a fruit of the 
eclecticism typical of the philosophical culture of his age and of 
his Alexandrian setting, where there was a very large Greek- 
speaking Jewish community, to which Philo belonged (as we 
mentioned already when discussing the Septuagint translation of 
the Bible, cf. The Hellenistic Age IX 1.3). 

The little that we know of his life is drawn from his works. 
The only secure notice about him is that he represented the 
Jewish community of Alexandria on an embassy to Rome in A.D. 
39/40 to argue the case of the Jews of his city before the 
Emperor Caligula, who in 38 had been subjected to a full 
persecution by the Prefect of Egypt, Aulus Avillius Flaccus. 
Philo’s date of birth is unknown, with hypotheses ranging from 
30 to 10 B.C. His death should be placed in the reign of Claudius 
(A.D. 41-54), perhaps around 45. 

From Philo’s works there remain a total of 35 treatises, 


which for convenience can be grouped on the basis of their 
subjects, whereas it is in general difficult to suggest a 
chronological order for their composition. One group is 
composed of writings of a strictly philosophical character, such 
as: On the Eternity of the World; On Providence (fragmentary); 
Every Good Man Is Free; Alexander, On the Fact that Animals 
Possess Reason (which survives in an Armenian version). Another 
group is formed by an allegorical commentary on parts of the 
Pentateuch: we may note the Allegory of the Laws, On the 
Confusion of Tongues, On the Migration of Abraham; the work 
entitled Questions and Answers has survived in fragments, except 
for four books On Genesis and two On Exodus, which we know 
from an Armenian translation. Other works, in which allegory 
has less importance, constitute an explanatory reflection on 
biblical history and the Mosaic Laws: On the Account of the 
World's Creation Given by Moses, On Abraham, On Joseph, On the 
Decalogue and others. Finally, there are some apologetic 
writings in defence of Judaism, among which we may note On 
the Embassy to Gaius, Flaccus, Hypothetica (Apology for the Jews) 
and Moses, which is written in an anecdotal spirit that accords 
with the canons of Hellenistic biography. 

The eclecticism of the learned Philo, who seems to have had 
an assured command of a large number of works by Greek 
philosophers, is dominated by the polarity between the Hellenic 
philosophical culture, on one side, and Jewish culture and faith 
on the other. He is confident in the possibility of using concepts 
and methods from Greek philosophical thought to elaborate 
Jewish thought, creating an original synthesis with deep roots in 
classical culture but leading to developments outside it. 

The character of these works, which often hinge on 
paraphrase and explication of passages of Scripture, in general 
makes Philo’s style rather stilted and monotonous. However, it 
should be stressed that his way of writing nonetheless reveals 
sound preparation and attention through its careful form, even 
though for the most part the result is not very appealing. 


1.1.2 Philo and the Bible: allegorical interpretation 


Of fundamental importance for the Jewish Philo is exegesis of 
the biblical text, for which he exploits, with methodological 
awareness, the resources of allegorical interpretation that were 
copiously provided by the Greek tradition. In substance, 
alongside the exegetical tools already typical of Jewish culture 
he sets the weapons of allegoresis employed on texts of classical 
authors. From this perspective he is adopting the intuition of 
Aristobulus (cf. The Hellenistic Age VIII 1.3.2), by successfully and 
systematically applying this interpretive instrument, 
consolidated in the study of pagan authors, to the foundational 
text of Jewish culture. Through Philo’s work the allegorical 
method reached the Christian exegetes of the sacred text, 
among whom, as we shall see, a special place is held by 
Origenes (second to third century). 

Beginning from the assumption that every word of Scripture 
is the bearer of a divine message, Philo concentrates on the 
Pentateuch in his exegesis, but holds that the so-called historical 
books of the Old Testament (from Joshua to Maccabees) too must 
go beyond their mere value as historical narrative and 
description to become bearers of a higher moral and theological 
instruction that embraces and surpasses traditional 
philosophical speculation. This is the goal of allegory, which 
becomes a means of understanding this extraordinary source of 
communication with God at a deeper level. It also moves beyond 
whatever materialistic and anthropomorphic elements may exist 
in the images of divinity and the story that are presented by the 
sacred text, in order to bring the biblical content to more 
satisfying theological conceptions, also in the light of the 
principles of traditional philosophical speculation. For example, 
for Philo, the invitation to Abraham to leave his own country is 
an invitation to man to free himself from worldly goods; likewise 
the exhortation to separate himself from his family is read as an 
exhortation to the human mind to distance itself from the body. 
It is evident that elements of classical philosophy are here being 
included but re-read in a different light, with original results that 
would have important consequences in the reflections of later 
thinkers, both Christian and otherwise. 


1.1.3 Philo’s thought 


The thought of Philo seems to elude every attempt at synthesis 
and on many points scholars have expressed diametrically 
opposed opinions. In part this is due to the variations connected 
to the formula of his own very original eclecticism, which 
exploits terms and concepts from classical philosophy, bending 
them to express contents that, despite analogies, are sometimes 
totally foreign to traditional Greek thought. Another aspect that 
should be borne in mind is the role of Scripture. As is traditional 
to Jewish culture, Philo’s own reflections were founded and 
elaborated on the basis of the sacred text, and due to this very 
feature his work, developing in the form of commentary and 
interpretation rather than as an organic synthesis, frequently 
presents a disjointed picture in which different elements are 
prominent at different times. Clearly present at the basis of his 
thought are Platonic conceptions, but also Stoic, Pythagorean 
and Aristotelian ones. Yet even the terms and concepts that 
apparently stay in closer contact to traditional philosophy take 
on new values and original meanings within Philo’s vision, the 
result of his own personal elaboration. 

Philo’s God is absolutely transcendent and stands outside 
the intelligible world, which is His creation. The definition of 
Being is the only positive definition that can be given of this God 
whom, beyond the intelligible world, man cannot otherwise 
define. One thinks here of the expression in Genesis: “Iam He 
Who is.” God is not a demiurge of the sensible world, but 
properly a creator who brings the world from non-being into 
existence. One of the points that has caused scholars the most 
difficulty is the fundamental concept of Logos, which in this 
absolute divine transcendence explains the creation of the world 
and permits the maintenance of a link between God and the 
created world. In the treatise On the Account of the World's 
Creation it is stated that the intelligible world is none other than 
the Logos of God in the act of forming the world. This Logos may 
therefore seem to be the divine Nous, but at times it is even 
defined as an autonomous entity produced by God (for 


example, it is called “first-born Son”) and in other passages this 
transcendent model, on which the world was formed, seems 
also to have an aspect that is immanent to the world of which it 
is the guide and principle of preservation, the chain that keeps it 
united. It is through the Logos that a link is created between God 
and the created world, and this determines a providential vision 
of the events of history. By a voluntary gift from God himself, 
man has received a spark of divine origin, which permits him to 
look upon divinity. This is a gift that is configured as grace which 
cannot be earned by man by his own actions, but it is lost by 
anyone who does not live according to virtue. 

Philo’s immaterial Logos leads to a resolution of Plato’s 
irreconcilable dualism between the Ideas and sensible reality. 
Conceptually it is sharply distinct from the material Jogos of the 
Stoics, with which, however, it seems to have affinities of a 
different kind, such as the conception that it is the link that 
unites in a coherent way all that is created. According to Philo, 
however, human reason, although guided by divine revelation, 
does not have the capacity to acquire full knowledge of the 
essence of God, which is achievable only by means of ecstatic 
contemplation, something that is bestowed exclusively by God 
himself. 


1.2 Flavius Josephus 
1.2.1 A witness of the first rank 


The figure of Flavius Josephus is notable also for his close 
involvement in the tensions and events that convulsed the 
Jewish world in the first century A.D. (we have already 
mentioned this in relation to historiography: cf. The Roman 
Imperial Period III 1.1). As an exponent and protagonist of 
nationalistic Judaism and convinced opponent of Roman 
domination in Palestine, he then found himself forced by events 
to recognise Rome’s military superiority and to become a 
proponent of necessary coexistence with the rulers on the part 


of his subjugated and dispersed people. 

The tension between Romans and the Jewish world had 
begun in the period when Pompey had captured Jerusalem and 
profaned the Temple (63 B.C.) and was continued through the 
ever more intrusive Roman interference in Palestine. Alongside 
the High Priest, Caesar had set up Antipater as a procurator 
(emtitpottoc), whose son Herod defeated the leader of the anti- 
Roman resistance Ezekias and had him killed. The deterioration 
of relations had led to the birth of the Zealot movement (one of 
the factions that would then go on to characterise political life in 
Jerusalem), which produced the revolt of A.D. 6 led by Judas son 
of Ezekias, as a result of which Judaea ended up being a simple 
protectorate and became a territory under direct control of 
Rome. Some years later, in A.D. 66, the provocative attitude of 
the governor Gessius Florus unleashed a new revolt, led by 
Menahem, son of Judas and grandson of Ezekias. The Roman 
garrison was massacred and the troops stationed in Syria, which 
had invaded the region in order to punish the rebels, were 
severely defeated. The conflict continued to unfold until it was 
definitively ended by the destruction of Jerusalem by Titus and 
the diaspora of the Jews (A.D. 70). 


1.2.2 Life 


Flavius Josephus was born at Jerusalem in A.D. 37 or 38. He 
belonged to one of the most prominent families of the city: his 
father had been part of the priestly nobility, his mother 
(according to what he claims in a context where he is defending 
himself, which hence is not beyond suspicion) was descended 
from the royal family of the Hasmoneans. He received an 
education appropriate to his social rank: on the subject of Greek 
education he himself admits that he had not achieved a flawless 
accent, but he had no equals among his fellow countryment in 
his Jewish training, which included the study of the biblical Laws. 
Josephus had passed through the apprenticeship of young Jews: 
he spent the fifteenth year of his life learning and practising the 


rules of life of the Jewish sects (Pharisees, Sadducees and above 
all the Essenes), he then spent three years of penance and 
ascesis in the desert and on his return he chose the sect of the 
Pharisees (usually the great priestly families were adherents of 
the Sadducees). 

In 64, after an adventurous journey in the course of which 
he suffered a shipwreck in open sea, he arrived at Rome to 
plead the cause of some priests that the procurator Marcus 
Antonius Felix had referred to the imperial tribunal on flimsy 
charges, probably because he considered them to be leading 
proponents of anti-Roman resistance. At Pozzuoli Josephus 
made the acquaintance of an actor of Jewish origin who was 
admired by Nero (and Poppaea), which smoothed his path to 
victory in the trial and led Poppaea to send him on his way with 
rich gifts. It has been noted that in the lengthy account that he 
presents of these facts there is a singular omission, certainly by 
choice: there is no mention of the Great Fire of Rome in 64. 

As we have already noted, when the Zealot Revolt lead to 
conflict between Jews and Romans in 66, Josephus was involved 
in the first rank, holding an important military position in 
Galilee, where he found himself confronted by serious episodes 
of insubordination. Sticking to the political approach of the 
Pharisees, Josephus adopted a cautious position in relation to 
the praise of those who wanted war without adequately 
weighing the dangers to which it would expose the country. The 
Sanhedrin of Jerusalem felt forced to prosecute the conflict, but 
the extremist anti-Roman line was taken above all by 
movements active in Galilee. The difficulties encountered by 
Josephus in maintaining discipline in the ranks in this region is 
explained by the fact that the Galileans cannot have appreciated 
a commander-inchief sent from Jerusalem who was relatively 
unconvinced of the ideals of the revolt and of the possibility of 
victory against Rome. To this were added the serious and 
objective gaps in Josephus’ military training, which he can be 
seen to be unaware of in his works. 

After attempting the vain defence of some cities, in the face 
of the advancing legions led by Vespasian and his son Titus, 


Josephus surrendered to the Romans, in accord with his 
conviction of the necessity of a treaty with Rome. Vespasian’s 
ascent to the throne in July A.D. 69 led to Josephus’ liberation; he 
then became a collaborator of Titus, the destroyer of Jerusalem. 
His changed attitude towards the Roman rulers had emerged 
already after his surrender: he joined the imperial army in the 
occupation of Galilee (67), Peraea, Idumaea and Judaea (68) and 
in the campaign led by Titus that led to the conquest and 
destruction of Jerusalem (70). 

The continued setbacks encountered by the Jews confirmed 
for him the idea that the injustice that reigned in his native land 
had moved God to abandon his people and to become allied to 
the Romans. And so the true enemies of the fatherland were 
those who in their folly had wanted at any cost the war that had 
ended in the destruction of Jerusalem, and not he who had 
worked for his people by trying to appeal to Titus’ clemency. 

Josephus received land in Judaea from Vespasian and Titus, 
was the latter’s guest in his residences in Rome and received an 
annual pension. After the death of Titus, he enjoyed the 
protection of Domitian (81-96). At Rome, where he had retired 
and where every so often he was subject to accusations and 
slanders arising from his ambiguous positions, he completed 
the composition of The Jewish War, the Jewish Antiquities and 
other works. He died in the early years of the second century. 


1.2.3 Chronology and general character of the works 


Josephus’ first audience consisted of the Jews of the 
Mesopotamian diaspora, whom he addressed in order to 
dissuade them from any anti-Roman inclinations. It was for this 
reason that at an early stage he wrote The Jewish War in Aramaic. 
Thereafter he addressed a more heterogeneous public including 
the Romans themselves and translated his work into Greek (the 
probable title is Nepi tod TouSaiKkod NoAgpou, “On account of 
the Jewish War”) with the help of some assistants, whose role 
and influence is debated. It is likely that this change in audience 


led to a series of modifications, such as the detailed description 
of the zones in which the conflict took place, which would have 
been superfluous for readers in the Jewish diaspora but useful 
to a wider Greek-speaking readership. Josephus’ writings in a 
certain sense became the official history of the glorious exploits 
that marked the accession of Vespasian and Titus: the latter in 
particular warmly supported Josephus’ work, gave it his own 
imprimatur and saw to its circulation. The publication of the 
Greek translation took place between 75 and 79. 

The Toudsatkh ApyatoAoyia, normally translated into English 
as Jewish Antiquities, was published in 93-94 with the support of 
an influential friend named Epaphroditus, who should perhaps 
be identified with the famous freedman of Nero of that name. 
Josephus narrated the history of his people from its origins to 
the start of the war in 66. 

Three other works by Josephus are dedicated to 
Epaphroditus, which all share an apologetic intention. At some 
date later than 100 we should place The Life of Josephus, 
composed as a polemic with the Jewish historian Iustus of 
Tiberias, whose history of the Jewish War had tried to cast 
Josephus in a bad light in front of the Romans. The work Against 
Apion is devoted to the defence of Judaism from slanders made 
against it by the Greek world. 

The Fourth Book of Maccabees, transmitted among the 
biblical texts, is attributed to Josephus by the late antique 
historian Eusebius of Caesarea (cf. The Roman Imperial Period III 
2.2), but this attribution cannot be accepted. 


1.2.4 The historical works 


Josephus’ main historical work, The Jewish War in seven books, is 
very clear in his essential support for the Roman cause and for 
Greek culture, which had been introduced and spread by the 
Romans. In this work his pro-Roman tendency and Jewish 
nationalism meet in an original synthesis, expressed 
emblematically by the theory that freedom should be preserved 


by force and courage so long as one succeeds in maintaining it, 
but when it is lost it is better to bow one’s head and submit. 
Consequently, the figures of the anti-Roman resistance are 
branded as brigands, just as the Romans regarded those who 
rebelled against their rule, and even as traitors. Nonetheless, 
while the title of the work takes its reference from a Roman 
point of view (War Against the Jews) and while the interest of his 
imperial protectors was focused in this work, the author visibly 
maintains the point of view of someone who is telling the story 
of a war of the Jews against the Romans. 


The actual narrative of events is preceded by a lengthy and 
detailed introduction, which identifies a long series of 
background events before the war, beginning from the 
conflict between Antiochus Epiphanes and the Maccabees. 
Much space is given in the first part of the work to the 
emblematic figure of Herod I the Great, around whom the 
author focuses the nostalgic evocation of his country’s 
greatness; for the public and private events of the king’s 
life he used the Historiai of Nicolaus of Damascus, Herod’s 
friend, ambassador and counsellor (cf. The Hellenistic Age X 
3.3). In second rank is a series of figures from this period 
who were equally important. The following period is 
treated in more succinct and rapid form, with some 
striking overstatement of the role of Jerusalem in relation 
to Roman politics. 


Within Book II begins the account of the war, in which the 
author reworks his memories and notes. Among his 
sources he probably also used the hypomnémata of 
Vespasian and Titus. While Vespasian is praised in 
encomiastic tones and with some distortion of the 
historical truth, even greater is the praise of Titus and his 
clemency. The powerful and praised Roman army had to 
adopt a waiting tactic (which Vespasian, according to 
Josephus, regarded as the most suitable and safe) and 
went to great trouble in gaining the upper hand over the 
tiny enemy. This strategic power and calm was opposed by 
the force, inspired by faith, of those who fought to defend 
Jerusalem. Aside from the distortions that we have 


mentioned on ideological and encomiastic patterns, 
comparison with other surviving historical sources on this 
period (Tacitus, Suetonius, Cassius Dio) and with 
archaeological data shows that Josephus’ account is fairly 
reliable. 


The 20 books of the Jewish Antiquities (IouSatkn ApyatoAoyia), 
composed directly in Greek and published around A.D. 93-94, 
were intended to complete the story of the historical events 
preceding the period narrated in the Jewish War. They contain a 
Jewish ancient history shaped by the biblical tradition, with the 
addition of free embellishment and inventions (Books I-XI), 
followed by a historical account up to the time of Nero, based on 
various sources, including again Nicolaus of Damascus (Books 
XII-XX). The model is Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who is alluded 
to both by the title of the work and by the number of books. 

In this work there are two references to Jesus and to the 
existence of the Christians, the larger of which, the so-called 
Testimonium Flavianum (Jewish Antiquities 18, 63-64), has been 
the subject of extensive polemics among scholars. At present 
the dominant hypothesis is that the passage began from an 
authentic reference, which would thus be one of the earliest 
non-Christian testimonies about Jesus, but that the passage of 
Josephus has been expanded at a later date by Christian 
interpolators who added an explicit mention of the resurrection 
and of the fact that Jesus was to be identified with “the Christ,” 
expressions that are unlikely to derive from the Jewish author 
Josephus. 


1.2.5 Reception of the historical works 


After the fall of the Flavian dynasty, interest waned in the works 
of Flavius Josephus and the facts narrated in them. However, 
they gained new wind in the Christian world, which saw the War 
as the account of an epochal moment in the history of the Holy 
Land, and the Antiquities as the true history of the Jewish people. 


The extensive reception of the War is attested by the 
translations, reworkings and epitomes produced during Late 
Antiquity and the Middle Ages. We note a late antique version of 
Book VI, which even came to form part of the canon of the Syriac 
Church as the Fifth Book of Maccabees, and the Latin translation 
or reworking in five books produced by the so-called 
Hegesippus (fourth to fifth century), which had the goal of 
converting Jews. In the tenth century a Hebrew paraphrase was 
produced, from which derive, through subsequent reworkings, 
the Arab translation of the eleventh century, the Ethiopian 
translation and two Armenian versions. 


1.2.6 Language and style 


Following the tendency of his time, Flavius Josephus was 
committed to an Atticising taste. Consequently his style is 
inspired by models of classical Greek historiography and makes 
ample use of the resources of rhetoric. A certain stylistic 
roughness is found in The Jewish War, probably due to the fact 
that it is the translation of an original version in Aramaic. 


2 The first centuries of Christian literature: the 
New Testament 


2.1 Christianity and literature 


Despite the serious conflicts and incomprehension that grew up 
quite quickly between the Christian and Jewish communities 
from the dawn of the present era, historically the Christian 
religion was deeply and naturally grafted onto the Jewish 
religion, as is shown above all by their shared foundation in the 
sacred texts of the O/d Testament. Jews and Christians saw and 
see them as the fruit of divine revelation, to the point that in 
their case, as in the similar one of Islam based on the Qur’an, we 
speak of the “Religions of the Book.” As we will see, the 


Christian Bible accepted into its canon, in addition to the sacred 
books acknowledged by the Jews as inspired by Yahweh, also 
some texts that the Jews considered to be edifying but which 
they did not include among those that were divinely inspired, as 
well as anumber of writings concerning the figure of Jesus that 
form the New Testament. 


2.2 The writings of the New Testament 


The teaching of Jesus was purely oral, but very soon his message 
began to be diffused and transmitted also through a series of 
written works. The 27 texts of differing character that bear the 
earliest surviving written testimonies concerning the figure and 
actions of Jesus were collected under the name of the New 
Testament. The Latin word testamentum translates the Greek 
S.a8nkn, in the sense of “pact, alliance, covenant,” with 
reference to the pact established between God and men 
through the incarnation and sacrifice of the Christ. The 
expression “New Testament” (Katvf Sta8nkn) thus establishes a 
relation with the previous pact made with the Chosen People of 
the Israelites, namely the Old Testament (NaAata dta8nkn). 
Considered to be direct and truthful testimony to the events 
of the apostolic period, the writings of the New Testament quite 
quickly assumed a distinctive role in the development of the 
communities of the new religion. Since they were regarded as 
divinely inspired, they were set alongside the sacred texts of the 
Jewish religion and made the foundation of Christian doctrine. A 
true canon, or an Official list of the books considered to be 
sacred and bearers of the revealed message, would not be 
formed until rather late. In general the Christian communities 
accepted from the start the writings of the O/d Testament as 
Scripture, but did not feel the need to form a specific and 
precise canon of the New Testament until around the second half 
of the second century. For the previous period, we have 
indications that across a vast geographical area at least the four 
Gospels and the Letters of Saint Paul (except the so-called Letter 
to the Hebrews) were considered to be inspired texts, since they 


were authoritative vehicles of the apostolic tradition. However, 
with the increasing number of works composed in imitation of 
the writings of the apostolic period, and above all with the rise 
of the first contested theological controversies, the need to 
order the works and establish a canon became all the more 
pressing. The earliest list of sacred texts known to us is ina 
palimpsest of the eighth century found by the scholar Ludovico 
Antonio Muratori (1672-1750), who published it in his 
Antiquitates Italicae Medii Aevi. The text, known as the Canon 
Muratori, seems to be the late Latin translation of a Greek 
original from the end of the second century. Compared to the 
current catholic canon, the Muratori canon does not include the 
Letter to the Hebrews or a large part of the catholic epistles, 
whereas it contains a second Apocalypse, that of Peter; it also 
mentions the Shepherd of Hermas among the works worth 
reading though they do not form part of the canon (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period XIII 1.2.7). 

The present canon was established only at the start of the 
fourth century, though some uncertainties persisted. Excluded 
from it were a certain number of writings about the actions of 
Jesus that had proliferated but which the Church did not accept 
among the canonical writings, and which have since been 
known by the name of the New Testament Apocrypha. These 
include some gospels, some epistles and other texts such as the 
Apocalypse of Peter and the Shepherd of Hermas that we have 
just mentioned. The 27 texts included in the canon are for the 
most part arranged in the manuscripts in the following order: 


five works of narrative character, namely the four Gospels 
(EvayyéAta): According to Matthew, According to Mark, 
According to Luke, According to John; and the Acts of the 
Apostles (Npdgetc attootoAwv); 

a group of 21 epistles sent to Christian communities, 
namely: 13 Letters attributed to Paul; the Letter to the 
Hebrews (which has from the earliest testimonia been 


recognised as being of Pauline inspiration but which 
clearly, also for linguistic reasons, cannot be attributed 
to Paul); the so-called 7 “catholic” letters (the term, in 
use from the third century, derives from the Greek 
ka8oAtkoc, katholikos, “universal” or “general”): one is 
attributed to James, two to Peter, three to John and one 
to Jude; 


the Revelation or Apocalypse (AttokdAuWtc) of John. 


The extraordinary cultural importance of the New Testament 
naturally lies above all in the fact that it is the bearer of a strong 
and penetrating revolutionary message. Alongside this is the 
fact that the texts that compose it present stylistic 
characteristics that are in many ways different from those of the 
classical Greek texts that had been considered model works. In 
their engagement with pagan thought and literary models, the 
authors of the New Testament writings produced another 
phenomenon of historical significance, namely the birth of a 
new culture and a new literature with its own distinctive 
characteristics. 


2.3 The Letters of Paul of Tarsus 


The oldest New Testament texts are almost certainly the letters of 
Paul. The canon consists of 13 Pauline epistles, grouped on the 
basis of their addressees and their length, from longest to 
shortest; these are followed by the Letter to the Hebrews, which is 
placed last, despite its length, since already in antiquity it was 
considered not to be authentically the work of Paul, but merely 
belonging to his circle (for which reason it was long excluded 
from the canon in some oriental churches). When the Canon 
Muratori cites these epistles, it places first those to the 
Corinthians, a possible indication that the original collection was 
formed at Corinth. Yet it is clear that the letters immediately 
found success and were circulated by the addressees also to 
other communities. 


The life of Paul can be reconstructed in large part thanks to 
the epistles (in particular the Letter to the Galatians) and to the 
testimony of the Acts of the Apostles. Some public figures cited in 
the epistles also allow us to propose a relatively precise dating 
of the main events of his life. Paul was a Jew born in Tarsus in 
Cilicia. As he himself said, he was taught at Jerusalem according 
to the rules of strict rabbinical observance and in a first phase 
he was an opponent of Christianity. After his conversion, which 
occurred miraculously on the road to Damascus following a 
vision of Christ (perhaps in the year 30 or 34), and followed by 
some years of silence, Paul dedicated himself actively to the 
spread of the Christian gospel in particular among the pagans, 
undertaking three major missionary voyages (the dates 
proposed for them are 45-48, 50-52 and 53-57), with 
intervening visits to Jerusalem. On the second of these journeys 
he was in Greece and came to Athens, where the Acts of the 
Apostles (17, 22-31) recount how he addressed a speech to the 
Athenians on the Areopagus, which was not a great success but 
is seen as the first encounter between the Greek world and the 
Christians. Thereafter, he was arrested in the Holy City, spent 
two years in prison in Caesarea and was then transferred to 
Rome since, through his place of birth, he was a Roman citizen 
and so enjoyed the right of appeal to the emperor. He reached 
Rome in 61, where he was kept in prison but not forced to halt 
his preaching for that reason. The account in Acts breaks off at 
this point and our information about the following period of 
Paul’s life has to be based on less reliable testimonies. Paul 
seems then to have been freed and to have undertaken another 
missionary voyage, but, arrested again, he was beheaded in 
Rome in the year 67. 

Paul is undoubtedly a figure of primary importance. His 
epistles demonstrate an extraordinary speculative depth anda 
capacity for doctrinal elaboration, which had fundamental 
consequences for the subsequent development of the Christian 
religion. To him is owed above all the definitive opening up of 
Christianity to non-Jews, or gentiles (a term calqued on the 
Greek ethnikoi in Paul's text), moving beyond the conception of 


a Jewish Christianity, which had risked limiting the new religion 
within the circumscribed sphere of Judaism. His ideas of 
Opening up the religion were sometimes opposed, but the very 
widespread usage by Christian writers of calling him “the 
Apostle” as an antonomasia (or “the Apostle to the Gentiles”) 
gives an idea of the importance attributed to him, despite the 
fact that by his own admission Paul had never known Jesus. 

A first group of canonical epistles includes, in chronological 
order: two Letters to the Thessalonians, the second of which is of 
debated authenticity; a Letter to the Galatians; and two Letters to 
the Corinthians. These are the fruit of Paul’s wish to remain in 
contact with the communities in which he had managed to 
preach or which he himself had founded, and to which he clearly 
felt connected by a strong personal bond. While the epistles also 
contain important considerations of a general character, they 
often arise out of particular practical necessities: to resolve 
disputes within the communities, to respond to requests and 
provide clarifications on theological topics as well as to indicate 
basic norms of morals and behaviour. 

The topics are in many cases set out in some disorder. After 
the introductory formulae, Paul addresses the individual 
problems in question, sometimes returning a number of times 
to themes closer to his heart, then passing from the particular to 
the general, introducing reflections and recommendations of a 
broader scope. This diffuse character can be explained in 
various ways. In some cases material in different epistles may 
have been combined into one; more generally, we should bear 
in mind that these are not theological tractates, but rather 
writings that arose from precise and concrete situations, and so 
some references that are obscure to us must have been clear to 
the addressees of the message, since they referred to the 
particular real cases. 

Next in chronological series is the Letter to the Romans 
(datable to 57-58), composed by Paul in order to make contact 
with the local community in view of an imminent visit. This is the 
text in which the greatest attention has been given to matters of 
doctrine. Paul here presents an articulated picture of his own 


theological vision, underlining on the one hand the continuity 
between the O/d Testament and the new doctrine that was its 
fulfilment, and on the other hand - and this is the fundamental 
core of Paul’s thought - that the coming of Christ brings about 
the surpassing of the O/d Testament vision, permitting man’s 
justification by means of faith in Jesus and not by observance of 
the Jewish Law. 

Another group of letters goes back to the period in prison in 
Rome. The very short Letter to Philemon is a simple, familiar note 
in which Paul requests that the rich Philemon of Colossi receive 
kindly, as befits his Christian faith, the slave Onesimus who had 
returned to him after escaping. We then have the Letter to the 
Philippians, the Letter to the Colossians and the Letter to the 
Ephesians. This last letter, which is almost certainly not authentic 
although it conforms to Paul’s thought, is presented as a sort of 
encyclical to the Churches of Asia Minor. There we find fully 
developed the image of the Church as Body of Christ, in which 
those who have been saved by his redemption take part without 
any distinction, in particular without distinction between those 
who come from the Chosen People and those who converted 
from paganism, the gentiles. 

There are then the three short letters called “pastoral,” i.e. 
addressed not directly to communities, but rather to individual 
“pastors” (literally “shepherds”) of souls: the two Letters to 
Timothy and one Letter to Titus. Their authenticity is now 
generally rejected, on the basis of some stylistic characteristics 
and certain details in the structure of the Church that seem to 
belong to a later period. 

In reality, these are not the only letters about which doubts 
have been raised over their authenticity. Quite serious questions 
concern in particular, as already mentioned, the second Letter to 
the Thessalonians, due to its striking discrepancies from the first 
one; the arguments against the Letter to the Colossians seem less 
significant. Parts of the Second Letter to the Corinthians and of the 
Letter to the Romans (ch. 16) may have been added to the 
original text, perhaps by drawing on other letters now lost. 

The style of the letters reveals the character of the author. 


Paul expresses himself with firmness and enthusiasm, relying on 
an original manner of writing that is full of vehemence. This 
becomes clear above all in the first group of epistles, which were 
composed to resolve specific queries posed by the Christian 
communities. Sometimes we find there anacolutha, broken 
phrases and expressions that are elliptical to the point of 
obscurity, yet at the same time effective through their 
immediacy, due to the ardour with which Paul expounds and 
defends his own point of view. 

The Letter to the Hebrews. The Letter to the Hebrews has the 
appearance of an elaborate doctrinal exposition: excepting the 
final greetings, it has the characteristics of a theological 
discourse more than of an epistle. It is today universally 
considered not to be by Paul. The thought and style of the 
author do have affinities with those of Paul, yet depart from 
them in a significant way. References to the Temple of Jerusalem 
lead us to suppose it was written before 70, but some think the 
date is later. However, it is certainly prior to 96, the year in which 
it is cited by Clement of Rome (cf. The Roman Imperial Period XIII 
1.2.1). The letter addresses the topic of the superiority of the 
Christian religion over the Jewish one, of which it is the 
fulfilment. The argument used by the author is the superiority of 
Christ over the angels and Moses, of the priesthood of Christ 
over that of the High Priest, of the celestial sanctuary over that 
of the Temple, and of the sacrifice of Christ over animal 
sacrifices. In the second part there follows an exposition of 
sacred history. 


2.4 The narrative texts: the Gospels and the Acts of the 
Apostles 


Before treating the epistles that do not form part of the Pauline 
corpus and are of later date, we should discuss the narrative 
writings: the four Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. 

The title EvayyéAtov literally means “good news” (god spel in 
Old English translation, from which the modern word “gospel” 
derives) and appears at the start of the Gospel According to Mark: 


Apxn tod evayyeAtou Inood Xptotod viob tod O<ob (“The 
beginning of the ‘good news’ of Jesus Christ, the Son of God”). 
The “good news” of Christ is the salvation of humanity achieved 
by the coming of the Son of God on earth, his death and 
resurrection. This also explains the narrative character of these 
writings: they are texts aimed not only at transmitting a 
particular doctrine, but above all at telling of the achievement of 
divine incarnation in the history of humanity, via the historical 
event of the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Yet this does not mean that the Gospels aim to be a strict 
chronicle of the events of the life of Jesus, i.e. works that meet 
precise criteria for historiographical research and 
reconstruction. Even where the same materials are used or even 
the same episodes narrated, in each Gospe/ the material is 
organised in a different form, in such a way as to match the 
overall design devised by the author, without the intent to 
reconstruct the real, exact sequence of events. Every one of 
these writings therefore presupposes some theological 
reflection by the authors, who evidently accorded greater 
significance to the organisation of the material concerning the 
preaching of Christ than to the reconstruction of the actual 
sequence of individual episodes. The different perspective in 
which the individual evangelists present the same events also 
justifies the fact that multiple Gospels were accepted into the 
canon. It should also be noted that the authors alternate 
narrative sections and speeches, creating what is now 
considered to be a genuinely new literary genre. 

The first three Gospels (those of Matthew, Mark and Luke) 
are called the synoptic Gospels, since their content is largely in 
agreement, to the point that their text can be presented in 
parallel in three columns, i.e. in a synopsis. In the course of the 
centuries numerous theories have been advanced to explain 
these similarities, which it would be simplistic to explain as due 
merely to the fact that the three works concern the same topic 
or are based on similar oral testimonies. Already Saint Augustine 
in the fourth century assumed that the Gospel of Matthew, at that 
time considered to be the earliest, had been abridged by Mark, 


and then later reworked, along with that of Mark, by Luke, i.e. 
Augustine hypothesised a use of the earlier texts by the 
evangelists who wrote later. This thesis had a long history and 
from the second half of the eighteenth century solutions were 
proposed based on different chronological sequences. In the 
same period the hypothesis arose of a lost shared source of the 
three synoptic Gospels, known as the protevangelion, which 
would have been written in Aramaic. A different theory again, 
called the “theory of the diégéseis,” presupposes that in a first 
phase some short, distinct narratives (in Greek diégéseis) had 
been composed, which were subsequently combined and 
reworked by the evangelists into the form of the current texts. 
Finally, others have considered that oral tradition could have 
stabilised at an early stage and was later fixed in written form by 
the evangelists. 

Of particular importance is the “theory of the two sources,” 
which combines and develops the previous theories: Matthew 
and Luke would have used the text of Mark, which is regarded 
as the earliest, with the addition of a second source that is now 
lost (called “Q” by scholars, from the German Quelle, “source”), 
which would have consisted of a collection of logia (speeches 
and sayings) of Jesus. This general theory, of which different 
variants have been proposed, is today widely considered to be 
the most convincing, above all as a result of in-depth studies on 
the form and structure of the synoptic Gospels, which have 
aimed to highlight traces indicating the use of pre-existing 
material. 

Despite the strong similarities in content and structure, the 
fundamental fact remains that in each of the synoptic Gospels 
the material is presented in a different form. The study of these 
differences, or of the editorial work done by each author, allows 
us to elucidate the particular aims of each evangelist and the 
interests of the communities to whom each text was addressed 
or in which it was formed. 


2.4.1 The Gospel of Matthew 


The first in the canonical order is the Gospel according to 
Matthew. This is the one that makes the most effort to stress the 
link between the teaching of Jesus and the O/d Testament. A very 
large number of Old Testament quotations are introduced to this 
end. The author is thus clearly a Christian of Jewish origin 
addressing a Judaeo-Christian community, for which continuity 
of the teaching of Jesus with the O/d Testament must have had a 
fundamental importance. A confirmation of the origin of the 
author lies in the fact that he does not find it necessary to 
explain Jewish customs or Aramaic terms. The date of this and 
the other Gospels is quite difficult to determine. The theories 
range from a date before A.D. 70 (destruction of the Temple of 
Jerusalem) and 90. The text does not give the name of the 
author, which tradition identifies with the publican Matthew 
whose conversion is narrated in 19, 9. However, this 
identification is hardly verifiable and does not fit well with the 
widely accepted theory that the author made use of the Gospel 
of Mark: the identification would imply the unacceptable 
scenario that an eyewitness (Matthew) used the narrative of a 
disciple (Mark) who had not personally known Jesus. An ancient 
testimony speaks of the existence of a Gospel of Matthew in 
Aramaic, for which reason it has been thought that the Greek 
text that survives today is a translation of the Aramaic original. 
At present it is believed that there were indeed some writings in 
Aramaic that lie behind the text of Matthew and which were 
used as sources. However, the formal characteristics of the 
Greek text make it hard to suppose that it is a work of simple 
translation and lead us rather to think of it as a profound 
reworking of this original material. 

The Gospel of Matthew has a more elaborate structure than 
the other synoptic Gospels. The episodes are carefully grouped 
by thematic nuclei that hinge on speeches and statements of 
Christ. The syntax is based on symmetrical structures and 
parallelisms, in which a Semitic influence seems to be 
noticeable. 


2.4.2 The Gospel of Mark 


The second Gospel is attributed by tradition to a certain Mark 
who is said not to have been one of the apostles but rather a 
witness to the preaching of Peter. In fact, it is hard to suppose 
that this text could have been used by Matthew and Luke, as 
seems to have happened, if its testimony had not enjoyed a 
certain authority due to the fact of being based on the 
preaching of an apostle. If Mark is then to be identified with the 
“John called Mark” spoken of in the Acts of the Apostles, his work 
would be linked to the ministry of Paul, with whom there do in 
fact seem to be affinities in thought. In 14, 51-52, in the middle 
of the account of the Passion, there is a reference to a 
mysterious young man who followed Jesus just after he had 
been arrested and who managed to escape capture, leaving in 
the soldiers’ hands the linen cloth that he had been wearing. 
This detail, which is entirely redundant in the overall sense of 
the story, has led some to believe, even already in antiquity, that 
behind this youth is concealed the evangelist himself, who 
would thus have been smuggled into the narrative. In that case, 
we would need to suppose that the author of the Gospe/ had 
personally known at least some of the events narrated. 

For this Gospel, which seems to be the earliest, various dates 
have been proposed. Those who see in it references to the 
Neronian persecution suppose a date around 63; others see 
possible allusions to the destruction of the Temple in 70 and for 
that reason prefer a date after that year. Recently, on the basis 
of a papyrus fragment found in a cave at Qumran in the region 
of the Dead Sea (on the Dead Sea Scrolls cf. The Hellenistic Age IX 
1.3), a date before 50 has even been proposed; but nothing 
prevents us from supposing that in reality the papyrus, which 
anyway preserves a Section of text limited to a few letters, 
restores a fragment belonging to a tradition earlier than Mark 
and used by him (the attribution of text to The Gospel of Mark is 
not certain anyway). The abundant use of expressions inspired 
by Aramaic, the tendency to parataxis and the importance given 
to Judaea lead us to suppose an author of Judaean origin. 
However, the fact that the Aramaic expressions and references 
to local customs are always accompanied by explanations 


confirms that the text was written for a community of gentiles, 
i.e. converts to Christianity of non-Jewish origin. The presence in 
the language of the text of Latinisms (for example 
OTIEKOUAATWA, i.e. speculator, in 6, 27) suggests that it was 
addressed to a Latinspeaking community. Indeed, in accord with 
its possible links to Paul, some have hypothesised that it was 
intended for the Christian community in Rome itself. 

Compared to the other Gospels, that of Mark is shorter and 
has a simpler, barer narrative. However, beneath the apparent 
simplicity we can recognise a clear compositional design that 
organises the episodes according to a geographical criterion, 
presenting the preaching of Jesus as a journey that, through 
various stages, concludes at Jerusalem. The narrative opens with 
the preaching of John the Baptist, without references to the 
infancy of Jesus, and from the start the author’s interest is 
directed towards demonstrating that Jesus is the Messiah and is 
Son of God. In some of the manuscripts the narrative ends 
abruptly with the flight of the women from the tomb of Jesus, 
which had remained empty after the resurrection, but in 
another part of the tradition the text is completed by a brief 
recounting of the appearances of the risen Christ (of which 
there are three different versions of different length), which is 
generally considered to be a later addition, though it was known 
already to Justin and Irenaeus of Lyons. 


2.4.3 The Gospel of Luke and Acts of the Apostles 


The Gospel of Luke presents some traits that are more canonical 
and, so to speak, classical. In a contrast to the other Gospels, the 
author prefaces the text with a prologue in the first person, in 
which he dedicates the work to a certain Theophilus and names 
the sources he has used, which were earlier writings and the 
accounts of eyewitnesses, in particular the Apostles. 

In this case too, the author’s name is transmitted only by 
tradition. The attempt to identify this Luke with a doctor of that 
name cited in the letters of Paul is today generally rejected, 


despite the fact that the evangelist’s thought reveals links to 
that of Paul. In some sections of the Acts of the Apostles (which 
are attributed, as we shall see, to the same Luke and likewise 
dedicated to Theophilus) the first person plural is used in 
accounts of the missionary voyages of Paul. This could mean 
that the author was a companion of Paul, but it could also be 
due simply to the word-for-word adoption of sections of a travel 
diary written by a companion of Paul, who need not be 
identified with the author of the Gospel. 

Luke, if that is indeed the author’s name, is an educated 
person who uses a language that is much more classicising than 
the other synoptic authors, although he does not avoid some 
Semitisms, above all in the sections in which the words of Jesus 
are reported. The prologue reveals the classical culture and 
stylistic care of the author. What emerges above all is a desire 
for clarity and order, attested by the introductions to individual 
parts of the text and by the phrases commenting at the end of 
some sections. There is little interest in a strictly Judaising 
tradition, whereas much attention is given to expressions that 
stress the refusal by some Jews to acknowledge Jesus as 
Messiah and the consequent opening up of Christianity to 
gentiles. His work was hence clearly conceived for a community 
of Christians of pagan origin. 

The same Luke who was author of the third Gospel also 
composed the Acts of the Apostles (Npdgetc attootdAwv), these 
too dedicated to Theophilus. In fact, as is made explicit in the 
prologue, from the point of view of content Acts is the natural 
continuation of the account in the Gospel. The topic is the 
formation and organisation of the first communities after the 
death and resurrection of Jesus, following the descent of the 
Holy Spirit at Pentecost and the spreading of the “good news” 
from Jerusalem to Rome by means of the preaching of Peter and 
Paul. The point of view of the account is thus aimed not just at 
providing a complete picture of the Church from its origins. 
Rather, it aims to present the action of the Spirit in the 
formation of the early communities and the spreading of the 
word to Rome, without giving a precise picture of the actions of 


the individual apostles, as one might have assumed from the 
title. The choice of Peter and Paul has the further aim, by 
reconciling the positions of these two authoritative figures, of 
representing how the opposition was overcome between those 
who saw Christianity more as a continuation of Judaism and its 
universal character. 


2.4.4 The Gospel of John 


The Gospel attributed to John, or “the Fourth Gospel,” presents a 
different structure from that of the synoptic Gospels. First of all, 
the ministry of Jesus is spread over three years, rather than a 
single year as in the synoptic Gospels. Then, some episodes are 
narrated that are absent from the synoptics, while others are 
omitted that are of special importance in the latter (such as the 
institution of the Eucharist at the Last Supper, which 
nonetheless seems to be taken for granted in some imagery 
used in the text). The fundamental difference lies in the complex 
theological elaboration with which the material is presented by 
the author, who is revealed as familiar with the subtelties of 
rabbinic speculation and of some concepts of pagan philosophy. 
These characteristics have earned the text the title of “the 
theological Gospel.” 

As we can see from the use in some passages of the first 
person plural, the author presents himself as an eyewitness to 
the events, but the text of the Gospe/ does not suggest an 
identification with the apostle John. The mention on several 
occasions of a disciple described as the disciple “whom Jesus 
loved,” without specifying his name, has led some to suppose 
that we should see in him the author himself, but the 
interpretation of this figure is still debated. The final chapter, 
which in fact has the air of an addition, seems to have been 
composed at a later stage by another author. In this last chapter 
it is stated that word has spread that the anonymous beloved 
disciple would never die; this claim is then said to be incorrect, a 
sign that at the time when this chapter was written he must 


have been dead. 

John’s Gospel is considered to be the latest, but its 
speculative character makes it even more difficult to suggest a 
date in this case. The traditional identification of the author with 
the apostle John would require an early date, but at the start of 
the nineteenth century it was thought that the theological 
elaboration of the text was the result of more extended 
reflection and dated to the mid-second century. On the basis of 
the differing datings, the interpretations of the work, too, vary 
to some extent: it remains an entirely open question what 
relation it may have had with Gnostic currents (on Gnosticism cf. 
The Roman Imperial Period XIII 1.5.2) or with the spirituality of 
some Jewish sects. Yet a papyrus fragment dated to 110-130 
seems to bolster the thesis of an earlier date, which is now 
generally fixed around the year 100. Some sections seem to 
attest a knowledge of the synoptic Gospels and it has been noted 
that sometimes it seems almost to be assumed that readers 
have a knowledge of the information contained in them. Others 
prefer to suppose that the author of the Fourth Gospel simply 
used the same material employed by the authors of the synoptic 
Gospels but not those Gospels themselves. From some 
incongruent elements in the structure it has been supposed that 
the text has come down to us in a version that is not definitive. A 
theory has also been proposed that, based on the characteristics 
of the work, assumes the use by the evangelist of three sources: 
a collection of miracles, a collection of revelation speeches and a 
narrative of the events concerning the Passion. However, the 
problem of its composition remains quite controversial. 

The work opens with the celebrated hymn to the divine 
Logos that shineth in darkness (some suppose that here a pre- 
existing hymn has been reworked), which introduces the core of 
John’s message: the incarnation of the divine Word, distinct 
from the Father, but indissolubly linked to him and in perfect 
harmony with him. This Logos, pre-existent prior to the creation 
and endowed with all the prerogatives of the Father, is identified 
with the incarnated Christ and his work is perpetuated by the 
subsequent action of the Spirit. John’s eschatology is 


consequently an eschatology that has been realised, i.e. without 
looking to the second coming of Christ at the end of days. 


2.5 The Letters of John 


Within the New Testament we find other writings transmitted 
under the name of John, namely three of the catholic epistles 
and the Apocalypse. 

The second and third epistles contain little more than brief 
exhortations and greetings, but the first is characterised by a 
long exhortation in which the epistolary character is less 
obvious. Whoever wrote them presents himself simply as “the 
elder”: he does not make his own name explicit, but despite this 
the three epistles seem to belong to the same author and to 
reflect the situation of the same community of addressees. 
Some scholars are inclined to accept that the author of these 
letters is also the author of the Fourth Gospel, or at least to 
consider them the work of an author very close to him in 
theological point of view. However, opinions on this differ. 

The letters are addressed to a community in deep crisis due 
to “false prophets” who claim to be able to know and see God 
and to be free from sin even while rejecting the reality of the 
incarnation. The author does not engage in polemic with these 
figures, but directly addresses the faithful at risk of submitting 
to their influence, with a firm and impassioned exhortation, 
reminding them, above all in the first letter, of the criteria on the 
basis of which communion between the faithful and God-Love is 
realised. 


2.6 The Apocalypse 


It would be hard, however, to maintain that the author of the 
Fourth Gospel is identical to that of the Revelation or Apocalypse 
(ArtokdAuWtc). The latter presents himself by the name of John 
and claims to be a prophet, but he never states that he was one 
of the twelve apostles. The language that he uses, packed with 
Semitisms, is sharply different from that of the author of the 


Fourth Gospel and the differences are such that they cannot 
simply be ascribed to the different literary genres of the two 
works. While some of the imagery used in this text seems to 
have a connection to expressions present in the Fourth Gospel, 
the content of the two texts seems to diverge on many points. 
References to the persecution of the Christians has led to a 
preference for a date a little after the Neronian persecution (65- 
70), or towards the end of the reign of Domitian (91-96), but it 
has also been proposed that the current text includes sections 
from different periods. 

The genre of apocalypse (a term that means “unveiling” or 
“revelation,” from which the alternative English title Revelation 
derives) was a genuine genre of Jewish literature. The 
apocalyptic writings illustrated revelations received by the 
author through visions, which were often full of complex 
symbols and allegories (the higher reality that was revealed, in 
order to be expressible, required in itself a language of this 
kind), in general with an eschatological background. The vision 
is more than a simple contemplation of celestial realities and is 
directed towards the realisation in history of the divine plan, for 
which the visions were a preparation. 

The interpretation of John’s Apocalypse is faced with the 
difficult problem of the precise meaning of the complex symbols 
present in it. Some of the images, which are transparent enough 
even for modern readers, allow us to identify clearly, for 
example, the violent anti-Roman polemic that pervades the text. 
However, many aspects of the content remain obscure. 


John, on the island of Patmos, has a vision in which he is 
invited to write “to the seven churches which are in Asia,” 
acknowledging the merits of each, but also firmly 
reproaching the communities whose ardour was ebbing. 
There follows a vision of the heavenly throne surrounded 
by complex imagery of prophetic inspiration. “He that sat 
on the throne” has in his hand a scroll sealed by seven 
seals. The breaking of the seals by the Lamb opens the 
way to a further complex series of symbols: at the 


breaking of the first six seals, four horses each of a 
different colour advance with their riders bearing 
calamities; there follows the vision of two distinct 
multitudes of the elect preserved from these scourges. At 
the breaking of the seventh seal “there was silence in 
heaven about the space of half an hour.” At this point 
seven trumpets are assigned to seven angels: at the sound 
of the first six we have visions of calamities that strike the 
Earth. There follow two visions that turn on an angel and a 
sealed little book and on two “witnesses.” At the sounding 
of the seventh trumpet the heavenly temple is opened. At 
this point we find a vision of a woman giving birth attacked 
by a dragon, then of a beast with ten horns and seven 
heads that comes from the sea and of a beast with two 
horns that comes from the land, which seduce the 
inhabitants of the Earth. This vision is counterpointed by 
that of the Lamb and of those who are with it. Then there 
is the vision of seven angels and seven cups bearing seven 
scourges. Here is introduced the vision of the “great 
whore,” called “Babylon the Great,” and her defeat is 
announced. We then have the description of two distinct 
battles between the divine and the infernal powers, 
divided by the reign of a thousand years of Christ and 
those who were faithful to him. The work closes, after the 
final victory and the judgement on the nations, with the 
vision of the New Jerusalem, which descends from heaven 
resplendent, “having the glory of God.” 


The visions clearly indicate various phases of sacred history, 
with the struggle of the divine powers against the demoniac 
powers. The fulcrum of this history is the figure of the Lamb, the 
symbol of Christ as sacrificial victim. However, we are still far 
from achieving a unanimously accepted deciphering of all the 
images in detail. In general, further, it is debated to what extent 
such visions are a presentation of the battle that will occur at the 
end of time and to what extent, to the contrary, they refer to an 
eschatology that has already been realised, as a figuration in 
prophetic language of the salvation already achieved by the 
death and resurrection of Christ. The assumption of one or the 


other of these two perspectives alters any reading of the work 
considerably. 


2.7 The Letters of James, Peter and Jude 


To complete the writings of the New Testament canon, still to be 
considered are the letters of James, Peter and Jude. 

The Letter of James, which entered the canon only at a very 
late stage, is a work by a strongly Judaising Christian. It presents 
a series of moral norms in line with the traditional teaching of 
the Old Testament and is the only surviving text in the canon to 
attest an interpretation of Christianity opposed to that of Paul. 
The epistle is directed to the “twelve tribes that are in the 
diaspora” (a fairly vague expression) and in the initial greeting 
the author says that he is called James. The ancients identified 
him with the apostle James the Great, but there are no 
indications that would prove this identification. The notable 
insistence on the necessity of works to make faith effective leads 
one to assume it is a polemic against an extremist position of 
Pauline thought. From this a general dating later than the 
epistles of Paul has been deduced, but we cannot say much 
more than that. 

The first Letter of Peter, on the other hand, enjoyed an early 
success, but it is quite difficult to find proof of the attribution 
and the learned author seems to have little in common with the 
image of the fisherman Peter that is transmitted by the Gospels. 
The epistle is generically addressed to the faithful of five 
churches of Asia Minor, which are said to be “in the diaspora” 
(but the expression could have a figurative sense). The author 
states that he is in Babylon, which is probably an allusion to 
Rome, the New Babylon. The epistle alternates between fervid 
exhortations of a moral character and doctrinal sections, with 
particular attention to the problem of suffering, which even the 
faithful must undergo in this life. 

The Letter of Jude is a short text full of obscure allusions. The 
author presents himself as Jude the brother of James (not to be 
confused with the apostle Judas who betrayed Jesus), who is 


mentioned in the Gospels of Mark and of Matthew. He wanted to 
warn his addressees against mysterious “false doctors,” in 
whom some wish to see the representatives of a Gnostic 
movement (cf. The Roman Imperial Period XIII 1.5.2), declaring 
that a judgement condemning them has already been issued. 
The author, who is clearly of Jewish-Christian origin, picks up the 
tones and expressions of Jewish apocalyptic. There are 
references to some Old Testament texts, which after A.D. 90 were 
officially excluded from the Jewish canon as apocrypha; this 
suggests for this text a date earlier than that. 

The Letter of Jude is picked up and reworked in the Second 
Letter of Peter, in which, however, the quotations from the 
apocryphal books of the O/d Testament do not appear. For this 
text a quite late date has been proposed, after 90 and perhaps 
even close to 150. Interesting in this epistle is the reference to 
the delay of the parousia (mapouoia, “advent”): the Christians of 
the first generations had in fact been awaiting the imminent 
Second Coming of Christ and the end of days. The aim of the 
letter is to reassure the disconcerted faithful about the delay of 
these expected events. 


VII Philosophical and Scientific Literature 


1 Philosophical literature 
1.1 General characteristics of philosophical thought 
1.1.1 Under the sign of continuity 


In our treatment of the philosophical output of the Hellenistic 
Age, we noted how relatively little of it has survived. Ina 
surprising contrast to this grave loss, a comparatively rich 


amount has been preserved of the philosophy of the Imperial 
Period. As regards speculation and the elaboration of thought, 
on the other hand, this period lacks real originality and 
continues to plough the furrow of the doctrines that arose in the 
classical and Hellenistic Ages, without producing genuinely new 
currents of thought. The two great schools that maintained the 
legacy of Plato and Aristotle, the Academy and the Peripatos, 
continued their life. In parallel, important developments 
occurred also in the other schools of thought that arose in the 
classical and Hellenistic Ages, such as Cynicism, Scepticism, 
Stoicism and Epicureanism. Among these, it is Stoicism that 
found the greatest acceptance, at least in the first two centuries 
of the empire, outshining the other schools and enjoying a huge 
diffusion that was almost undifferentiated across all social 
classes. It was a Stoic education that was received by the 
philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius, who took a concrete step 
to promote the preservation of the ancient philosophical 
heritage in A.D. 176 by establishing four separate professorial 
chairs intended for the study and teaching of the Platonic, 
Aristotelian, Stoic and Epicurean doctrines respectively. 

In some cases, under the influence of eastern religiosity and 
eclectic and syncretistic tendencies, speculative philosophy 
pushed the assumptions of older, now renewed doctrines to 
reach conclusions that had the character of philosophical 
religion and even mysticism. This is the case above all with 
Neopythagoreanism and Neoplatonism. The latter, in particular, 
constituted the true novelty of philosophical thought of the 
Imperial Period and reached the highpoint of its development in 
the third century. After starting out in open contrast to Christian 
doctrine, in its later developments from the fifth century onward 
Neoplatonism ultimately came to be profoundly influenced by 
Christianity and to influence it in turn. 

A general tendency should be underlined in philosophy in 
the context of the Graeco-Roman world of this period, which 
continued an orientation that has already been highlighted for 
the Hellenistic Age. Leaving aside the specific doctrinal model, in 
every school or tendency a primacy of ethical goals emerged in 


a marked way and the practice of philosophy took on the 
appearance of a guide and therapy for the soul, which was 
presented as capable of directing and improving human 
conduct in the face of life’s challenges. What took prime position 
was hence an exhortatory or consolatory character of thought 
and of philosophical reflection (it is not by chance that, among 
other things, the genre of consolationes was developed). 

Continuity with the thought of previous centuries was 
achieved both in the form of speculative procedures and in the 
rediscovery of the authentic content of doctrines of the older 
founders and schools. This approach often led to the splintering 
of doctrines into separate currents or the development of 
syncretistic forms. From this point of view the figure of Philo of 
Alexandria is emblematic, a Jewish theologian and philosopher 
(whom we discussed in the chapter on Jewish-Christian 
literature; cf. The Roman Imperial Period VI 1.1.3), who made an 
important and productive effort to reconcile Greek and Jewish 
thought in an organic syncretism, opening the way for the later 
phases of fusion between classical paganism and Christianity. 
Philosophical literature gradually developed other outputs 
typical of the period, such as doxographical collections and the 
imposing commentaries on the works of the founders. In the 
course of the Imperial Period this landscape of exegetical and 
reconstructive production expanded, being enlivened and 
stimulated by a perceived rivalry between the various schools 
and not without expressions of a superficial philosophical 
dilettantism, the fruit above all of unfounded intellectual 
pretentions (we may read a parody of this in the Hermotimus of 
Lucian; cf. The Roman Imperial Period VIII 2.3.1). 


1.1.2 Philosophy, rhetoric and literature 


A serious lack of true philosophical originality was thus 
counterpointed by a more widespread presence in society of the 
culture and language of philosophy. Many aspects of intellectual 
life came to be pervaded by philosophical themes, above all in 


the vast sphere of rhetoric. Philosophy became less professional 
and emerged from its restricted circles, addressing itself to a 
broader public in new literary forms. Philosophy and rhetoric 
often went hand in hand, in the person of the 
philosopherrhetors who delivered public lectures and 
exhibitions and diffused their teaching in various ways (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period II 1 and VIII 1.1.2). 

Characteristic figures of the centuries of the empire were 
those who worked between philosophy and oratory, in the sense 
that their works could be understood as contributions to either 
of these spheres. This is the case with intellectuals and writers 
(whom we shall discuss or have discussed in various chapters) 
such as Plutarch, Dio of Prusa, Favorinus, Aelius Aristides and 
Lucian as well as Synesius and the emperor Julian (cf. The Roman 
Imperial Period X17 and 5). Plutarch was moved by a 
foundational Platonism, but one that was able to accept other 
influences from the philosophical tradition, though it led him 
into polemics above all with the theological conceptions of 
Stoicism and Epicureanism. In Dio the elements of Cynic-Stoic 
diatribe (in which Socrates too played a role, alongside the main 
model, Diogenes) were used above all in the function of public 
discourse. Lucian appears essentially as an eclectic who, in the 
rationalistic and satirical image that he presents of his times, 
directs sarcasm also against the petulance and pettiness of 
contemporary philosophers. Another follower of Platonism, 
though not without eclectic elements, is Maximus of Tyre (late 
second century), he too a rhetor and sophist, from whom we 
have around forty orations. 


1.2 The Academy and the Peripatos 
1.2.1 The Academy: Middle Platonism 


The label “Middle Platonism” defines the developments of the 
Platonic Academy in the period from the first century B.C. (i.e. 
after Antiochus of Ascalon: cf. The Hellenistic Age V 2.3) to the 


start of the third century A.D. (the period of Plotinus, the 
greatest exponent of Neoplatonism). The importance of this 
period of activity by the school lies predominantly in the intense 
and decisive work commenting upon the Platonic text and 
interpreting Platonic thought, which was a determining moment 
in the formation of later Neoplatonic thought. The speculative 
sphere that attracted most of the work of deeper conceptual 
elaboration was metaphysics, with particular interest above all 
in the theological dimension of Platonic investigation, 
approached in a religious key. The metaphysical and theological 
cast of this work was a reaction against the rigorous dogmatism 
of the late Hellenistic Academy and anticipated substantial 
aspects of Neoplatonism. It was a strong renewal of Plato’s 
dualism, which led to polemics against Epicureanism and 
Stoicism. 

Beyond this, we should acknowledge that we cannot form a 
well-founded and documented image of Middle Platonism ona 
strictly philosophical plane. We could fastidiously list the names 
of at least five or six philosophers in a strict sense, only then to 
say that their works are lost and we cannot form a valid picture 
of their thought. The category of eclecticism, for this period of 
the Academy, has been used in a misleading way, prompted 
above all by the fact that we lack the works of the philosophers 
and tend to pass judgments based on authors who are quite 
distinctive individuals and are each eclectic in their own way. 

We have already spoken of the work of Plutarch, but we note 
here that the Moralia include numerous short philosophical 
works with a Platonic-Stoic approach and hermeneutic character 
(we cite On the Generation of the Soul in the Timaeus and the 
Platonic Questions), while other writings typically have a religious 
orientation (Plutarch had a special devotion to Apollo of Delphi). 
From the Latin writer Apuleius, author of the novel The 
Metamorphoses, we have the first two books of the work On Plato 
and His Doctrine, on the life and teaching of the master. We may 
recall, finally, the AUsaoKaAtkoc or Eioaywy/n, i.e. an Introduction 
to Platonic thought, attributed to a certain Alcinous. 


1.2.2 The Peripatetic school 


The determining event in the history of Aristotelianism in the 
Imperial Period is naturally the publication of the writings of 
Aristotle from his own private library by Andronicus of Rhodes in 
the second half of the first century B.C. The diffusion of the 
esoteric works renewed interest in the Peripatos and gave a 
notable spur to studies of the founder's thought (cf. The Classical 
Age XIII 3.5). 

The history of Aristotelianism in the Imperial Era is 
substantially a history of exegetes and commentators, aiming to 
explain and deepen the master’s theories, which continued 
almost without interruption from the early Empire to the Late 
Antique Period and, through the extremely important mediation 
of Arab culture, in which quite important and authoritative 
translations and commentaries flourished, reached the 
Byzantine and Latin Middle Ages. Among the Greek 
commentators of the Imperial Period we may recall at least 
Alexander of Aphrodisias, who lived in the second to third 
century, without listing the other names in this rich literature, 
whose preserved works include many of great significance. 
However, we note here Simplicius (sixth century), who taught at 
Athens at least up to A.D. 529, when Justinian closed the city’s 
philosophical schools, and who attempted a reconciliation 
between some Aristotelian and Neoplatonic doctrines. His 
Aristotelian commentaries are an important source of 
information on the Presocratics. 


1.3 Other philosophical schools 
1.3.1 Scepticism 


Even though in the Roman world an adherence to Stoicism, of 
differing degrees of depth and commitment, was predominant, 
other traditional philosophical schools that had arisen in the 
Classical and Hellenistic eras also continued to accept adepts 


and to undergo developments of varied importance and 
significance. In reaction against the dogmatism professed in the 
Platonic Academy by Philon of Larissa and Antiochus of Ascalon, 
in the second half of the first century B.C. the Sceptic 
Aenesidemus of Cnossus renewed traditional critiques based on 
an inquiring and doubting attitude (skepsis) and reaffirmed the 
need for suspension (epoché) of judgement in the sphere of 
knowledge. 

An important exponent of Sceptic doctrine was Sextus 
Empiricus, a philosopher and doctor who lived in the second to 
third century. His second name is to be explained by his 
membership of the Empiricist school of medicine, which based 
its approach on therapeutic practice, in critical opposition to the 
approach of the Dogmatist medics (cf. The Hellenistic Age VI 2.1). 
Sextus wrote three books of Outlines of Pyrrhonism (Nuppwvetot 
UTIOTUTIWGELC), SO Called from the name of the founder of 
Scepticism, Pyrrhon of Elis. However, the exposition of the 
Sceptic doctrines is the result of much later reworking and is 
heir to a tradition that by now no longer knew much about 
Pyrrhon himself. Sextus was also the author of two polemical 
writings, Against the Professors (Npdc toUc pa@nyattKouUs) and 
Against the Dogmatists (Npdc toUc SoypattKous), respectively 
books I-VI and VII-XI of a single work in eleven books, in which 
he refuted the scientific claims of the various disciplines and the 
claims to philosophical validity in the fields of logic, physics and 
ethics, to arrive at suspension of judgement as the only prudent 
possibility. 


1.3.2 Cynicism 


Attention is merited by the developments in Cynicism that are 
present in the Graeco-Roman philosophical landscape from the 
first century onwards with fairly different approaches and at 
different levels. On the one hand, we can see the influence of 
Cynic-Stoic thought on a cultivated and refined rhetor such as 
Dio of Prusa; on the other, we can record expressions that are 


more typically and radically linked to the non-conformist and 
contrarian thought and practice of the Cynic tradition, such as 
the preaching by the masses of so-called “popular Cynics.” The 
nature of these figures is rather hazy, hovering between the 
philosopher and the parasitical charlatan. Portrayed in the 
sources as rough and vulgar people, they found support among 
the lower social classes, whose discontents and attempts at 
revolt they voiced. Sometimes seen as similar to the Christians, 
the Cynics could, depending on the point of view, take on the 
appearance of defenders of the poor and oppressed popular 
classes or of dubious political agitators and plotters. Hostile 
distrust of philosophical conceptions of this type should be seen 
as the reason for the episode of banishing philosophers from 
Rome by the emperor Vespasian in A.D. 74. At the heart of the 
Cynic phenomenon in the Imperial Period we find the citing of 
the ancient paradigmatic figures Diogenes and Antisthenes, the 
acceptance of elements of Stoic thought and the adoption of 
openly political interests. 


1.3.3 Stoicism 


During the late Hellenistic Age (second to first century B.C.), 
thinkers such as Panaetius and Posidonius had reinterpreted the 
ideas of the original Stoic founders in the light of a less rigorous 
spirit and a greater attention to religious phenomena, passing 
on the legacy of the school (in this softened and enriched form) 
to the world of the Roman social and intellectual elites. In the 
first two centuries of the empire, Stoic philosophy had a wide 
resonance at Rome, being accepted at various levels of the 
social scale. This final ancient phase of Stoicism, which takes the 
name of the “New Stoa,” accentuated the ethical component of 
the traditional doctrine, to the point that the philosopher 
increasingly assumes the appearance of a teacher of moral 
virtue and guide to practical life and his teaching takes the form 
of therapy or medicine for the soul. The paradigmatic figure of 
this consciously constructive role of the sage is the Latin 


philosopher Lucius Annaeus Seneca (ca. A.D. 4-65) who, as tutor 
and then counsellor of Nero (at least until, in 59, he lost the 
emperor's favour), had hoped to realise the plan of a political 
power enlightened by philosophy and the pursuit of the good. 
Exponents of this phase of Stoicism who wrote in Greek are 
Epictetus and the philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius. 

Epictetus. Born around A.D. 55, Epictetus of Hierapolis, in 
Phrygia, was at Rome a slave of Epaphroditus, an influential 
freedman of Nero. His servile status did not prevent him 
attending the lectures of the Stoic Musonius Rufus. After gaining 
his freedom, he devoted himself directly to philosophical 
teaching, until in 89, he was forced to leave Rome when 
Domitian decreed the expulsion of philosophers. Epictetus then 
transferred his school to Epirus, to Nicopolis, where his students 
included the historian Arrian of Nicomedia and where he died 
around 135. We owe to Arrian (cf. The Roman Imperial Period III 
1.3.2) the preservation of a large part of Epictetus’ thought, 
collected in two works based on notes taken during the lectures: 
four books of Discourses and the Manual (Encheiridion), which 
attest to the familiar, everyday character of this philosopher, 
who liked to entrust his teaching to conversations that were 
neither systematic nor written down. His rigorous adherence to 
the ethics of the Early Stoa (rejecting the compromises 
considered by the Middle Stoa) did not exclude influences from 
other schools of thought, primarily the Cynics (to which the 
Greek title Diatribai, translated as Discourses, alludes). It seems 
central to his thought, and characteristic of his status as slave 
and then freedman, that he reflected on freedom, which was 
understood as a conscious and serene acceptance of necessary 
reality and as independent of our will. 

Marcus Aurelius. An interesting and original Stoic figure was 
the emperor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, born at Rome in 121. 
After training in rhetorical studies under the guidance of Fronto 
and Herodes Atticus, he turned to philosophy and embraced 
Stoicism. Adopted by the emperor Antoninus Pius, whom he 
succeeded in 161, he was long embroiled in wars on the eastern 
and northern borders of the empire. He died in 180, in the 


course of a military campaign near Vindobona (Vienna). In his 
spare time from political and military life, he composed in Greek 
a work in twelve books Meditations (Td €ic Eautov, literally “to 
himself”), containing brief, incisive reflections in which, however, 
the abbreviated style is the result of careful rhetorical choice. 
The Stoicism of Marcus Aurelius is pervaded by a vein of very 
personal inner trouble, which arises from an awareness of the 
transience of existence and a perception of the vanity of human 
action. This position does not cohere with the doctrinal 
presuppositions of the school (namely the goodness of nature 
and faith in divine providence) and it anticipates the sense of 
unease and existential disquiet that would characterise the 
following century. This singular figure of philosopher-emperor is 
more generally distinguished by the search for an interior 
dialogue, translated into the personal, “diary” form of the work, 
in a period in which philosophy tended rather to be oriented 
towards opening up outwards. 


1.3.4 Epicureanism 


The pursuit of Epicureanism, without, it seems, any conceptual 
developments that moved beyond the original teaching of 
Epicurus, is only barely attested in the Imperial Period. Yet 
precious information is offered by a long inscription erected in 
the second century by an enthusiastic follower of Epicurus, 
Diogenes of Oenoanda (in Lycia) in his city. The inscription 
contains extracts from Epicurean doctrine, quotations from 
select passages and letters. The persistence of interest in the 
doctrines of the Garden and the existence of followers of this 
school is also reflected in the establishment of a professorial 
chair of Epicurean philosophy (alongside others) at the wish of 
Marcus Aurelius and in the frequent polemical jabs against 
Epicureanism in the works of Christian authors. 


1.3.5 Neopythagoreanism and mystical currents 


The term Neopythagoreanism refers to the development of 
Pythagorean thought in the period from the mid-first century 
B.C. to the second century A.D. Pythagorean philosophy had 
won new success in the Hellenistic Age, when works were 
composed and attributed to Pythagoras, primarily on 
mathematical and symbolic topics. The best known is entitled 
Golden Verses, is of quite uncertain date and was probably 
reworked in the Imperial Period. The school underwent a 
decisive turn in a religious direction, though adopting elements 
of Platonism, through the work of Eudorus, who was active in 
Alexandria around the first century B.C. The figure of Pythagoras 
was reinterpreted as that of an outright wonderworker and the 
apocryphal writings attributed to him were read as expressing a 
religious message. 

In the first century A.D. a prominent figure was Apollonius of 
Tyana in Cappadocia, author of a Life of Pythagoras. Apollonius’ 
characterisation as a travelling magus or holy man and 
wonderworker with an ascetic lifestyle and his transposition into 
the dimension of legend owe a lot to the romanticised 
biography composed in the early third century by the 
Neosophist Flavius Philostratus (Life of Apollonius of Tyana: cf. 
The Roman Imperial Period VIII 1.2.8). A Life of Pythagoras was 
also written in the second century by Nicomachus of Gerasa in 
Arabia, while we owe to Numenius of Apamea in Syria, who was 
active in the second half of the second century, the definitive 
fusion of Neopythagoreanism with contemporary developments 
in Platonism. Numenius is often considered to be a kind of link 
between Middle Platonism and the subsequent Neoplatonic 
developments. Neopythagoreanism did not find much 
popularity and the imperial power often showed outright 
hostility to it, with official acts that took the form of real 
persecutions. 

The tendency to accentuate the theological aspects, which 
led into practices belonging fully to mystery religion and into 
mystical approaches, found expression in other currents of 
thought that enjoyed wide popular diffusion and which were 
open to the influence of oriental religiosity. We may recall in first 


place the corpus of the Hermetic Writings, a collection of texts 
attributed to Hermes Trismegistos. Hermeticism was a mystical 
and ascetic doctrinal tradition in which Egypt came to be seen as 
the place of origin of ancient knowledge. Likewise halfway 
between philosophical thought and religion lies Orphism and 
the oracular literature of Egyptian and Chaldaean inspiration 
(Sibylline, Delphic and Chaldaean Oracles: on this whole literary 
production, cf. The Roman Imperial Period XII 3). 


1.4 Neoplatonism 
1.4.1 The twilight of Greek philosophy 


The last philosophical movement to emerge from the roots of 
Hellenic civilisation and the most flourishing one in Late 
Antiquity was Neoplatonism, the mature fruit of the theological 
and religious tendencies of Middle Platonism and of the other 
manifestations of philosophy and religion of the early Imperial 
Period. In the course of the third century the Egyptian Greek 
Plotinus, starting from some intuitions of the Platonist 
Ammonius Saccas (teacher also of Origen of Alexandria and of 
the rhetor Cassius Longinus), achieved a synthesis of Platonic, 
Aristotelian and Stoic speculations, arriving at the construction 
of a complex and original philosophical system, in which 
religious elements also played a primary role. At the threshold 
of Late Antiquity, the prodigious career of Greek thought thus in 
a certain sense achieved the fulfilment of its experience, 
summarising and metabolising the immense heritage of 
contents and instruments for rational investigation, reread in 
the light of a religious demand that had by then spread deeply 
in contemporary society. 

The style and language of these authors generally have in 
common a need for precision in expression and terminology 
that matched the rigour of the philosophical contents. The style 
becomes formal and elliptical in the dry systematic expositions. 
In general they wrote substantially according to Atticism, but 


softened by the koiné. 
1.4.2 Ammonius Saccas 


The founder of the movement is generally said to be Ammonius 
Saccas, a figure whose historical outline is not well defined and 
who is little known also as regards his thought. Tradition says 
that he was a native of Alexandria of humble origin (the 
surname “Saccas” seems to allude to the modest clothing that 
he wore) and that he abandoned Christianity for Platonic 
philosophy. In the manner of Socrates, he professed oral 
philosophical teaching, leaving no writings at all. The difficult 
task of reconstructing his thought thus has to work via indirect 
testimonies, above all the works of his disciple Plotinus, in which 
however it is almost impossible to distinguish what belongs to 
the teacher and what, to the contrary, is an original elaboration 
by the disciple and author. Ammonius Saccas was also the 
teacher of the Christian philosopher Origen of Alexandria (cf. 
The Roman Imperial Period XIII 1.6.3), of his namesake Origen 
“the Pagan” (in whose thought, it seems, an approach ona 
Middle Platonist pattern persisted) and of the rhetor Cassius 
Longinus (cf. The Roman Imperial Period II 3.2). Ammonius died 
around 242. 


1.4.3 Plotinus and the School of Rome 


The teaching of Ammonius had a powerful and inspiring effect 
on Plotinus, his disciple from 232 onward and the true initiator 
of Neoplatonic thought. Our information about him derives 
above all from the biography written by his pupil Porphyry of 
Tyre, who succeeded him in the leadership of the school that he 
founded. For this reason, we have a good knowledge of the 
events of his life. 

The biography of Plotinus falls entirely in the third century 
and gravitates between Egypt and Italy. He was born in the 
Egyptian city of Lycopolis around 205 and already in adulthood 


(aged almost 30) he turned to the study of philosophy, 
attending the lectures that Ammonius delivered at Alexandria. 
He did this for around a decade. Wishing to learn Persian 
customs and mentality, in 242 he enrolled in the Roman army 
and left on military campaign in the East in the following of the 
emperor Gordian III. He escaped from the disastrous fate of this 
venture (in which the emperor himself died) and in 244 returned 
to the West and settled at Rome, where he founded his 
philosophical school. His lectures were attended by senior 
members of the Roman senatorial class and by the emperor 
Gallienus himself, who gave him his protection. Suffering ill 
health and over 65 years of age, he retired to the villa of a friend 
at Minturnae in Campania, where he died around 270. 

Initially Plotinus preferred oral teaching (following the 
example of his own teacher). He began to write only at an 
advanced age, intending his writings for internal circulation 
within the circle of his pupils (they are thus esoteric writings, 
which tend to lack formal ornament). We owe to the initiative of 
his pupil Porphyry the collection and stylistic elaboration of the 
tractates of the master, which were collected in the work 
entitled Enneads. The title refers to its structure, which consists 
of six groups each with nine texts, to form a total of 54 tractates. 
The material is arranged according to precise thematic criteria: 
Enneads I-III have as their topic man and the universe; Enneads 
IV and V concern the Soul and the Intellect; the final Ennead 
addresses the theme of the divine One. 

Plotinus’ philosophy is a continuous discourse on the 
metaphysics of Plato, from whom it takes its start in a systematic 
reworking that ultimately differs greatly from the point of 
departure. The fundamental Platonic concepts that inspire 
Neoplatonic reflection are, on the one hand, the opposition 
between reality and the world of ideas and between the soul 
and the human body, and on the other hand the ascent that the 
human soul accomplishes in order to raise itself to the 
contemplation of pure ideas. In the thought of Plotinus a central 
role is played by the conviction that God is absolutely 
unattainable by the human mind and that, hence, it is not 


possible to state anything positive about him, except that he is 
One. The universe is configured not as a voluntary creation 
(which would imply a change in God), but rather as an 
emanation of the One (in the manner of light that emanates 
from its source without this causing it to be impoverished), 
through the intermediate terms of the Intellect (understood as 
the singularised identity of that which thinks and that which is 
thought), the World Soul (which supervises at the same time the 
unity and multiplicity of the corporeal cosmos) and Matter 
(conceived as the substrate on which Being is impressed and 
hence, in itself, as a “non-Being”). Through these mediating 
terms, although distant and differentiated from the One and for 
that reason itself perishable and imperfect, the whole multiple 
reality comes to participate to a certain degree in Being. In man 
and in the whole universe, where there is a trace of the divine 
order, therefore there is a tendency towards a rejoining with the 
common principle constituted by God-One, in which all alterity 
and multiplicity, a sign of impurity and imperfection, is annulled, 
returning to be a pure and perfect identity. 

This metaphysical vision is foundational to the ethical 
conception, since the material and corporeal world, multiple and 
differentiated fruit of the emanation of the One, is configured as 
distant from the highest Good, with which the One is identified, 
and in a certain way opposed to it, although it encloses in itself a 
trace of the divine. From this it follows that man can again 
pursue the good and happiness, from which he comes, by 
distancing himself from the multiplicity of the corporeal, which 
is heavy and imperfect, and by tending towards rejoining with 
the One. This occurs through a gradual path backward, which 
completes the circle drawn by the process of emanation: from 
the One to the multiple, from the multiple to the One. The path 
of ascent is divided by Plotinus into different stages or degrees, 
the first of which is the abandonment of the passions that make 
the human soul a slave to egoism, while the final one is the 
ecstatic vision of the One, which has the character - at its 
conclusion - of an experience of intuitive type and no longer a 
logical and rational one. However, we should take care not to 


assimilate Plotinus’ thought too easily to a form of mysticism, 
underlining the spiritual detachment from reality to the point of 
a kind of ecstasy. There is undoubtedly in him a powerful 
religious sentiment, which is continually emphasised, but it 
proceeds via a rigorous exploitation of reason (/ogos) and the 
intellect (nous). In this last major exponent of Greek rationalism, 
the most vivid and profound religious needs are joined with the 
search for rational responses to the questions of philosophy. 

The thought of Plotinus reveals his singular relation to 
Platonic doctrine also in the political sphere. While the purpose 
of a large part of Plato’s research was to define the role of 
philosophy in society and to configure the mission of the sage in 
relation to active politics, for Plotinus, to the contrary, the 
speculative dimension ultimately appears as an alternative to 
the human collectivity itself. Mistakenly believing that he had 
the support of the emperor, he cherished the dream of founding 
a city of philosophers in Campania based on the ideal city 
outlined in Plato’s Laws (Platonopolis was to be its name), an 
ivory tower for himself and his followers, separate and distant 
from the human community. 


1.4.4 Porphyry 


The disciple and successor of Plotinus at the head of the 
Neoplatonic school at Rome, Porphyry was born at Tyre in Syria 
around 234 and died in the imperial capital around 305. The 
sources attribute to him around 70 works on different fields and 
themes, from literature to religion to philosophy, but only 10 
survive. Among the lost or fragmentary works we may note 
philosophical, rhetorical and erudite treatments of various kinds 
as well as commentaries on Homer (in particular the Homeric 
Questions, of which we have considerable remnants from various 
sources), Plato, Aristotle, Claudius Ptolemaeus and other 
authors. Only fragments remain also of the work Against the 
Christians in 15 books, an impassioned defence of pagan 
civilisation against the unceasing advance of Christianity. 


Among the preserved works, those that deserve to be noted 
are in the first place two biographical writings, the Life of 
Pythagoras and On the Life of Plotinus, the second of which 
appears as a preface to the edition of the Enneads that was 
produced by Porphyry himself. The propagandistic aim of these 
biographies explains the idealised presentation of the two 
figures, who are encircled by a halo of quasidivine religiosity 
and, in the case of Pythagoras, an aura of miracles and wonder- 
working. 

We should also mention: the Eisagdgé, an introduction to 
Aristotelian logic, translations of which would go on to enjoy a 
lasting success into the Middle Ages and were copiously studied 
and commented upon; and a group of writings on themes from 
moral philosophy, namely On the Return of the Soul (also known 
as De regressu animae), The Impulses of the Soul Towards the 
Intelligible and On Abstinence, in four books. This last monograph 
is for us a precious testimony to ancient dietary concepts, since 
in it Porphyry comes to maintain the necessity of a vegetarian 
diet, starting from the criticism of blood sacrifices and of a meat- 
based diet and also drawing on precepts from Pythagorean 
doctrine. 

His commentary on Ptolemaeus’ Harmonics is an important 
source for knowledge of treatises of music theory that are 
otherwise lost. Porphyry brings out the debate on the 
quantitative or qualitative nature of sound and the reflections 
on the role of reason and sense perception as cognitive 
instruments of musical phenomena. Finally, much interest has 
been provoked by the monograph of Homeric criticism entitled 
The Cave of the Nymphs, which presents a commentary on 
Odyssey XIII 102-112 using the instruments of allegorical 
interpretation, an ancient exegetical method that continued to 
find great success, also in Christian circles. The Homeric 
description of the cave of the Naiad nymphs near the port of 
Ithaca is paraphrased and explained in metaphysical and 
cosmological terms, imbued with concepts belonging to 
Neoplatonic thought. 


1.4.5 Iamblichus and theurgy 


A decisive turn of Neoplatonism in a mystical and religious 
direction was brought about by Iamblichus, originally from 
Chalcis in Syria, who lived approximately from 250 to 325.A 
pupil of Porphyry, he founded his own school in Syria, perhaps 
at Apamea, where he conceived an original syncretistic marriage 
of Neoplatonic thought with Orphism and Neopythagoreanism, 
drawing also on religious doctrines of Chaldaean and Egyptian 
origin (a sphere of thought and spirituality attested by Orphic, 
oracular and Hermetic literature, on which cf. The Roman 
Imperial Period XII 2 and 3). 

Iamblichus followed the example of Porphyry by composing 
philosophical commentaries on works of Plato and Aristotle, 
which are not preserved. His interest in oracular literature is 
attested by a work in 28 books, now lost, entitled Cha/daean 
Theology. As had been done already by the Neopythagoreans 
Apollonius and Nicomachus and his Neoplatonic teacher 
Porphyry, Iamblichus composed a Life of Pythagoras, which has 
been transmitted as the opening book of a ten-book work on 
Pythagorean doctrines that is partially preserved (Book II is a 
general introduction to philosophy known as the Protrepticus, 
Books III and IV treat mathematics and arithmetic). But the work 
that is most revealing of the figure of Iamblichus is the essay On 
the Mysteries of Egypt (a title established since Marsilio Ficino, 
often known simply as De Mysteriis), whose authenticity is 
doubted by some. The work offers an anti-rationalist and 
theurgical reading of Neoplatonic principles, maintaining the 
possibility of achieving contact with God by recourse to practices 
of magical and symbolic occultism and evocative occultism 
(8eoupyia, “theurgy”) modelled on the Chaldaean Oracles. 


1.4.6 The School of Athens: the epigoni of Neoplatonism 


In the fifth century, while the exponents of the now triumphant 
Christianity spoke from the prestigious sees of Alexandria and 


Antioch and while in the political and cultural landscape of the 
empire an ever more dominant role was taken by 
Constantinople, Neoplatonic thought found its seat of choice in 
Athens, the ancient cradle of Hellenic civilisation and 
philosophical culture, by now reduced to a marginal and 
peripheral role. Here Plutarch of Athens (who lived until roughly 
430) founded a new Neoplatonic school, leadership of which 
passed in 431/2 to the Alexandrian Syrianus, author of works of 
philosophical, literary and rhetorical exegesis following the 
Orphic-Pythagorean line inaugurated by Iamblichus. 

A student of Plutarch and Syrianus in the School of Athens 
was Proclus of Byzantium-Constantinople (410-485 ca.), who 
became head of the Academy, he too producing many 
philosophical commentaries; we note here the commentaries on 
Plato’s Timaeus, Parmenides and Republic. He was also the author 
of various works of literary-critical, scientific and philosophical 
content, from which we note the monograph Platonic Theology 
and the systematic exposition of Neoplatonic theology entitled 
Elements of Theology. Here Proclus brought to completion 
Plotinus’ conceptual elaboration, introducing the Henads (the 
term means “unities” and is found already in Plato) as 
intermediary entities between the One and the process of 
differentiation of the multiple. The Henads that emerge from 
the One are the principal gods, from whom descend a further 
complex hierarchy of beings. Proclus applied to the doctrine of 
emanation and return to the One a dialectical and circular 
structure in three phases: “immanence in itself,” “procession 
from itself” and “reversion to itself” of the unique divine Being. 
Finally, from Proclus we have seven Hymns in hexameters, 
transmitted in the same collection of the Byzantine Era that has 
also preserved the Homeric Hymns and the Hymns of 
Callimachus. In these compositions Proclus sets out to achieve, 
in the ancient form of a religious hymn addressed to a pagan 
divinity, a syncretistic synthesis of traditional polytheism and the 
philosophical-religious spiritualism elaborated by Neoplatonic 
thought. 


1.4.7 The School of Alexandria 


In conclusion we may mention the philosophical school of 
Alexandria, which in reality does not exhibit an organic and 
formal structure like that of the Athenian school. Alexandria 
offers, rather, some significant figures among the thinkers and 
scholars of ancient philosophy. 

Among these, the original figure of Hypatia stands out, a 
philosopher and scientist with many cultural interests who in 
415 fell victim to the fanaticism of a group of Christians who 
murdered her. A disciple of Hypatia was Synesius of Cyrene, who 
died quite young in 413, a rhetor and philosopher who 
converted to Christianity (cf. The Roman Imperial Period XI 7, XII 2 
and XIII 2.7.2). Here we limit ourselves to noting his Hymns, with 
a syncretistic character that reveals a singular and significant 
accord with the Hymns of Proclus. 

Other Alexandrian Neoplatonists are Hierocles (fifth century) 
and Simplicius (sixth century), in whose works we can see a 
strong influence from Christian thought. This opened the doors 
to comparison and integration between the developments of 
late antique Neoplatonism and its old enemy, a prelude to the 
development of a Christian Platonism. It seems that Hierocles 
was a pupil of Plutarch of Athens. Photius preserves fragments 
of two of his works, a Commentary on the Golden Verses of the 
Pythagoreans and an essay On Providence. Simplicius, originally 
from Cilicia, at Alexandria attended the teaching of Ammonius, 
disciple of Proclus, and at Athens that of Damascius. He left the 
city in 529, when Justinian’s decree closed the Neoplatonic 
school. A few years later, after returning to Athens, he 
composed some philosophical commentaries. What survives are 
those to the Manual of Epictetus and to the Aristotelian works 
On the Heavens and On the Soul, the Physics and the Categories. 


2 Scientific literature 


2.1 Scientific culture in the Imperial Period 


In the course of the Imperial Period the scientific disciplines 
underwent important and fertile growth, matched by a rich 
literature expressly dedicated to them. During these centuries, 
the distance between science and developments in 
philosophical thought steadily reduced, above all in the role that 
came to be played in the philosophical sphere by the tools of 
mathematical research. Consequently, it is not always easy to 
distinguish a strictly “scientific” literature from the philosophical 
literature: the distinction risks becoming a modern imposition of 
a division that did not exist. 

We have already recalled in relation to geography (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period IV 4) the versatile and important figure of 
Claudius Ptolemaeus, who lived in the second century and 
whose activities in study and research touched on countless 
spheres of scientific thought, from astronomy and astrology to 
geography and applied geometry and from optics to music 
theory. His works take the character of overall systematisations 
of the knowledge acquired in various fields and were a point of 
reference for many centuries. He was distinguished and 
subsequently valued above all for his studies in astronomy, as 
well as in geography. In the Museum of Alexandria he must 
have found an atmosphere and instruments well suited to the 
collection of data useful in composing his major work, the great 
treatise on astronomy entitled Ma@npattkn ouvtagic 
(“systematic mathematical treatise”), in thirteen books, later 
known as Meyiotn or MeydAn ouvtaétc (“the greatest 
systematic treatise”) or Almagest (from the Arabic version of 
Meyiotn, Megisté). There Ptolemaeus worked out in every detail 
a complete geometrical model of the movements of the celestial 
bodies. His main results are compiled in the Handy Tables, a 
treatise composed exclusively in numerical tables. 

Other works by Ptolemaeus are: the manual of astrology 
called Tetrabiblos (in four books), a treatise on optics (which 
survives only in a Latin translation from the Arabic) and one on 
music theory. As regards geography, Ptolemaeus compiled a 


Table of Illustrious Cities, which was in its turn included both in 
the Handy Tables and in the very large collection of geographical 
coordinates that forms the core of the eight-book Geography 
(Tewypagikn Uenynote, i.e. “geographical guide”). Its purpose 
was to provide elements and data to draw a map of the known 
world. In the manuscripts the geographical work is 
accompanied by geographical maps, the origin of which have 
long been debated by scholars. The treatise Harmonics (to which 
Porphyry wrote a commentary) is a systematic overall treatment 
of music theory, which picks up and critically compares the 
traditional doctrines of Pythagoras and Aristoxenus. The basic 
question is about the prevalence of reason versus sense 
perception in establishing the validity of musical data. 

The mathematician Diophantus, in modern times called “the 
father of algebra,” probably lived and worked at Alexandria in 
the third century A.D. Of his Arithmetica, a collection of problems 
Originally in thirteen books, there remain six books in Greek and 
another four in Arabic translation. The work is foundational to 
the study of indeterminate equations and is the first example of 
the systematic application of a symbolic notation in 
mathematics. To him an epigram in the Palatine Anthology (XIV 
126) is attributed, an epitaph for his own tomb that proposes in 
the form of a riddle an equation from which it is possible to 
deduce that he lived to the age of 84. 

In the same field of mathematical research, the work of 
Pappus of Alexandria, who lived in a period around A.D. 320, 
constitutes a precious store of earlier material. In this field too, 
great energy was devoted to commenting upon and preserving 
the works of the tradition (especially the Almagest), now that, 
above all in Neoplatonic circles, mathematics often came close 
to dialectic and theology and moved away to some extent, at 
least in its goals, from the strictly scientific aspect of the 
Euclidean model (cf. The Hellenistic Age VI 1.3). 


2.2 Medicine and Galen 


Medicine too flourished to a significant degree, but the works 


that have reached us today are a tiny part of the literary output 
of that period. The rich Greek pharmacological tradition is today 
summed up in the work of Pedanius Dioscorides (first century), 
originally from Anazarbus in Cilicia. In his work Materia Medica, 
in five books, he collected the precious pharmacological 
experience he had accumulated as a military doctor in the 
reigns of Claudius and Nero. Other medics and authors of 
writings on medicine are: Aretaeus of Cappadocia (first century), 
from whom a work survives on the causes and therapy of acute 
and chronic illnesses, which for centuries was admired by 
doctors for its clarity; Rufus of Ephesus (first to second century), 
from whom we know a good number of works also via the 
Arabic tradition; and Soranus of Ephesus (first to second 
century), from whose many works all that remains is one 
gynaecological treatise. 

Galen. The highpoint of medical studies was reached in the 
second century with the work of Claudius Galenus of 
Pergamum, known in English as Galen, who was perhaps the 
most important and best known doctor in the ancient world 
after Hippocrates. His multifaceted personality and immense 
output are of significance also for the history of philosophy and 
of philology. 

Galen was born at Pergamum in A.D. 129 or 130. His father 
Nikon, an architect and landowner with good economic 
resources and broadminded opinions, ensured that he received 
a reasonably good philosophical education (with teachers from 
the four most important schools: the Platonic, Peripatetic, Stoic 
and Epicurean schools). A dream is said to have prompted his 
father to direct him towards medicine. His anatomical 
apprenticeship therefore began very early, when he was just 
seventeen, with the medic Satyrus, who was at that time staying 
in Pergamum in the following of an important Roman 
statesman. 

Around A.D. 150, on the death of his father, Galen moved to 
Smyrna to attend the lectures of another anatomist, Pelops, a 
disciple of Numisianus. After this he decided to meet in person 
with Numisianus, who was at Corinth, but who most probably 


died in the meantime. Galen therefore went to Alexandria, since 
it was at that time the major centre of studies of anatomy (cf. 
The Hellenistic Age VI 2.1). He stayed there for some time and 
then returned to Pergamum, where for some years he very 
successfully fulfilled the role of doctor to the gladiators. He went 
to Rome in 161 or 162, at the start of the reign of Marcus 
Aurelius. Here his patron was a certain Eudemus, who was 
linked to a circle of eminent figures with Peripatetic tendencies, 
who, among other things, attended a private anatomy course 
delivered by Galen himself. The most important of his works of 
this period is the Anatomical Procedures. 

In his two Roman Periods, between 162 and 166 and again 
after 169, he wrote, among other things, On the Doctrines of 
Hippocrates and Plato, in which he outlined his own doctrine by 
using these two authors as points of reference, and the great 
anatomical and physiological treatise On the Function of the Parts 
of the Human Body, in which he reworked and updated the 
tradition of Aristotelian biology. He returned to Pergamum for a 
certain period and was then at Rome from 169 until his death, 
which occurred perhaps in 216. 

Out of Galen’s immense work a large part still survives, 
although a number of works, especially those of non-medical 
character, have been lost. His literary output embraced very 
different fields: philosophy (moral and logical), linguistic and 
grammatical analysis (On Names in Medicine, Notable Attic Words, 
Hippocratic Glossary), commentary and exegesis of the writings 
of Hippocrates, Plato and Aristotle (he wrote commentaries, 
which partly survive, on Hippocratic works, on Plato’s Timaeus 
and Aristotle's Categories) and strictly medical fields such as 
anatomy and physiology, therapy (with pharmacological works) 
and pathology. He also wrote works of a propaedeutic character 
such as the Protrepticus to the Art of Medicine. 

Galen was an intellectual figure of encyclopaedic formation, 
who reflects the characteristics of the better provincial elites, the 
most vital part of Roman society in the second century. He had 
an enormous influence on the subsequent history of medicine, 
in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, but in his own time he 


may have been known as a philosopher as well as a doctor. He 
also deserves a place, not necessarily in the second rank, in the 
history of philology, for his writings on literary critical, linguistic 
and rhetorical topics and for his commentaries on various 
authors (in this sector he still needs to be studied and evaluated 
thoroughly). Galen himself tells us of his own output in a bio- 
bibliographical work On My Own Books (and also in the briefer 
On the Order of My Own Books) and in autobiographical 
references scattered through his works. 

Among these, two new acquisitions deserve to be noted, 
namely the two short works /Tepi tév Eaut@ SoKoUvtwv (On My 
Own Opinions: previously known only in a problematic Latin 
version, based on an Arabic translation) and Nepi aAuttiac (On 
the Avoidance of Grief: previously completely unknown), which 
were discovered in 2005 in a manuscript preserved ina 
monastery at Thessaloniki and published already in 2005 (in the 
case of the first work) and two years later (in the case of the 
second). 

The treatise On My Own Opinions is a sort of intellectual 
biography (a rare if not unique case in the ancient world). 
Having reached old age, Galen evidently felt the need to 
reconsider his own works, in the already cited On My Own Books 
and On the Order of My Own Books, and then to pin down his own 
ideas on some controversial doctrinal points in the work On My 
Own Opinions, which may be his last work. On the Avoidance of 
Grief is a sort of epistolary consolatio “in reverse,” in which Galen 
reminds the friend to whom he is writing, who is grieving on his 
behalf, of the immense damage done by the great fire at Rome 
in A.D. 192 to Galen’s own huge collection of books and to those 
of the magnificent public libraries on the Palatine. From this we 
gain not only a vivid and engaged autobiographical testimony to 
the event and to the author’s temperament, but also a large 
amount of information useful for reconstructing the cultural 
history of the time, in particular as regards the history of the 
book and of libraries. 

Medicine after Galen. Many doctors after Galen devoted 
themselves to producing compendia and manuals drawn from 


the writings of their predecessors, but the majority of their 
writings have been lost. However, we should recall Oribasius of 
Pergamum, who lived in the fourth century and was personal 
doctor to the emperor Julian; his works enjoyed great success in 
the Middle Ages. 


2.3 “Parascientific” literature 
2.3.1 The Corpus Hermeticum 


In the period of the Roman Empire there was some diffusion of 
so-called “Hermetic literature,” attributed to Hermes 
Trismegistos (whose name, in Greek TptoyeyLotoc, means 
“thrice greatest”). This divinity, mediating between the divine 
and human worlds, was assimilated to the Egyptian god Thoth 
or Teuth, the inventor of writing, a magus and wonderworker, 
and the revealer of a doctrine that we would today define as 
parascientific: a comprehensive mixture of alchemy, astrology 
and philosophy. 

In the sphere of Hermetic literature it is conventional to 
distinguish two thematic groups: the earlier works, which are of 
occult character and in which much space is given to alchemy 
and astrology, and the more recent ones, which should perhaps 
be placed in the first centuries of the Imperial Period and which 
are theological and philosophical in character. The Corpus 
Hermeticum in a strict sense belongs to this second group and 
consists of seventeen treatises composed in the second to 
fourth century and collected during the Byzantine Era, plus a 
series of fragments that appear in the Anthologion of John of 
Stobi. The strong symbolism and the continuous reference to 
Egyptian ritual practices make the Hermetic doctrine extremely 
obscure, though there are clear references to Platonic and 
Orphic-Pythagorean philosophical religion. For example, one of 
the truths revealed by Hermes Trismegistos concerns the Logos, 
son of the Supreme God, while much space is given to the 
dualistic conception of reality, conceived as an opposition 


between good and bad, light and darkness. The reception of 
Hermetic literature in the centuries of the later empire (a period 
that has been called an “age of anxiety”) should be explained by 
its salvific message, which is offered to the initiate capable of 
freeing himself from the bonds of the body and rejoining with 
divinity. 


2.3.2 Artemidorus and the interpretation of dreams 


Attention to dreams and the study of their meanings was a 
constant in the Greek world, as is attested by a specific literary 
tradition on this topic, going back to the earliest philosophers 
(for example the Pythagoreans and Sophists) and to Hippocratic 
medicine. Others who addressed the topic of dreams include 
Aristotle, Epicurus and the Stoics, who offered differing 
interpretations. Among the later exponents of this parascientific 
tradition, Artemidorus has left the only complete treatise to 
have survived today. 

Artemidorus was born in the second century A.D. at 
Ephesus, but in his work he says he is from Daldis, native city of 
his mother, in homage to Apollo Mystes, the “Apollo of the 
Initiates,” who enjoyed a special cult in this city of Lydia. The 
Onirocritica, in five books, is the only work that survives of this 
author who, according to the Suda lexicon, wrote also on 
divination by means of birds and chiromancy, activities for which 
he became famous among his contemporaries. Of his life we 
know very little at all. Following a fashion common at that time, 
he travelled very widely throughout the empire, gathering on his 
journeys “eyewitness” material for his collection of dreams and 
interpretations. 

The Onirocritica, which presents a classification of dreams 
into the theorematic and the allegorical, attributed a divine 
Origin to dreams and for that reason Artemidorus considered 
them an essential moment in the prediction of the future. 
Theorematic dreams are easily intelligible, because they present 
a meaning that is wholly clear, and they come true soon. 


Allegorical dreams demand more effort to interpret and the 
event foretold by them usually takes place after a long period of 
time. By privileging the moment of classification, Artemidorus 
avoids the need to indicate what behaviour should be followed 
on the basis of the interpretation of the dream. The work is cited 
by Sigmund Freud in his Interpretation of Dreams. 


VIII The Second Sophistic and Lucian 


1 The Second Sophistic 
1.1 Character of the Second Sophistic 
1.1.1 The primacy of rhetoric 


For the cultural moment that we conventionally call the “Second 
Sophistic” (already mentioned above, cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period I 4), our main source is the Lives of the Sophists by Flavius 
Philostratus (cf. below 1.2.8). There we find, among other things, 
the term “Second Sophistic,” which was evidently owed to the 
desire to assert a proud connection to the classical Sophists, 
with the aim of reviving their glorious past. Philostratus 
presents us with a very different picture from the one that we 
can draw for ourselves on the basis of our knowledge (and our 
opinions, to be truthful). Philostratus’ work does not include 
Lucian and gives rather limited space to Dio of Prusa, Favorinus 
and Aelius Aristides (who are for us authors of the first rank), 
while it bestows the role of renewers of the Sophistic upon 
Nicetes of Smyrna (Neronian Period) and his disciple 
Scopelianus, and is then dominated by the long biographies of 
Polemon (88-144 ca.) and Herodes Atticus (second century), 
figures who were certainly very famous and influential in their 


time, but who have been almost totally erased by time. 

The main, most widespread and significant expression of 
imperial rhetoric and oratory is seen by Philostratus in the 
meleté, an exercise consisting of fictitious declamations that 
Originated in schools and then became a genuine form of 
exhibition or show with a major cultural impact, though to our 
eyes it has a fairly minor and primarily documentary value (cf. 
The Hellenistic Age VII 1.2). Even when we find it appropriate to 
downgrade the significance of Philostratus’ work or to correct 
the relative importance of its components, we could not 
consider denying altogether the value of the picture it offers us, 
despite the different selection of material presented to us by our 
tradition. It is likely that an accurate historical reconstruction will 
come by combining these two classes of data and taking 
different factors into account. 

In the introduction to his Lives of the Sophists, Philostratus 
clarifies that the Second Sophistic is both inspired by and 
contrasted to the earlier one, represented by rhetor- 
philosophers such as Gorgias: it preserves the specifically 
rhetorical aspect of the earlier movement, but the new one 
prefers to treat themes drawn from history, i.e. specific topics 
from real life. Modern scholars are much more keen to mark a 
clean break between the First and Second Sophistic, since the 
interests and topics treated by these two cultural currents seem 
entirely unalike and their role in society is different too. With the 
Neosophists the share of the philosophical component is 
reduced and the share of the political component watered 
down, while the concept of rhetoric takes on a new significance, 
more aligned with the formal and cultural tendencies of post- 
Hellenistic eloquence than with those of the Classical Age. 

Philostratus sets the heyday of the Second Sophistic in the 
second century A.D. with Herodes Atticus, yet it was lively 
already in the first century A.D. and remained so until the sixth. 
This is the long period in which the successful rhetor held a 
prestigious social position and one that was officially recognised 
by the state authority. Often, as Philostratus himself does not 
fail to highlight, the sophists had close links to the Roman 


emperors. This was the case for Dio with Trajan, for Polemon 
with Hadrian and Antoninus Pius and for Aristides with Marcus 
Aurelius. Herodes Atticus was the tutor of Marcus Aurelius and 
Lucius Verus, while Antipater, another Greek rhetor active at 
Rome in the second and third century, was tutor of Caracalla 
and Geta. The Antonine emperors, in particular, became 
protectors of the sophists, which favoured the creation and 
development of numerous schools of rhetoric. The sophists in 
their turn became a kind of counsellor and collaborator of the 
emperors, for which reason it has been concluded that these 
rhetors were of greater importance in Roman history than in 
Greek history. There is no doubt that Greek and Roman culture 
at no other time influenced each other reciprocally in such a 
fundamental way as in this moment. 


1.1.2 Star orators and intellectuals 


Although Philostratus does not take the time to explain what he 
means by “sophist,” the rhetors in this intellectual current can 
be seen to share at least three broad elements: erudition and 
the preeminence of form; the cosmopolitan tendency of their 
teaching, and hence continuous relocations across all regions of 
the empire; and the theatrical character of their displays. 

The sophist was for the most part an intellectual star, who 
shaped opinions and set cultural trends when he expressed 
himself in public. Fully involved in the political and social life of 
the empire, he also managed to accumulate vast riches. The key 
to popularity lay above all in his bravura performance as 
lecturer, an ability that worked by its impact on the public. It was 
not enough that the oration be composed according to precise 
formal criteria (even in the Second Sophistic, for example, the 
divergence between Atticists and Asianists remained), but it was 
also necessary to make skilful use of intonations, diction, vocal 
approach and appropriate gesture. 

Possessing a vast and refined cultural background, which 
ranged from the classical authors to contemporary ones, 


capable of treating with ease philosophy, literature or social 
questions, these “itinerant rhetors” produced oratorical 
performances in both East and West, putting on their shows 
equally before educated audiences and vast crowds. The 
audiences attracted were sometimes so numerous that it was 
not sufficient to bring them to the akroatérion (“auditorium” or 
lecture hall), but it was necessary to use the bouleutérion, the 
Odeion or even the theatre. To a degree otherwise unparalleled, 
the rhetor and literature became spectacles, inheriting 
techniques and tricks from the art of theatre. The Neosophists 
were able to recite an oration that had previously been scripted, 
for the most part designed to meet the refined tastes of a select 
audience, but they were also able to improvise on the basis of 
requests from the audience. This was not always an innate 
talent: the schools of rhetoric trained improvisation, for example 
teaching the use of repertoires on various themes, mostly 
historical and philosophical, the key points of which were 
committed to memory and reworked as needed. At the basis of 
this profession, therefore, was the constant exercise of 
declamation and memorisation. To give an example: Herodes 
Atticus declaimed in the presence of his pupils every day. 


1.2 The “rhetor-philosophers” 
1.2.1 Philosophy and eloquence 


By the expression “rhetor-philosophers” we conventionally 
designate in particular Dio of Prusa and Maximus of Tyre, who 
combined the profession of rhetor with an interest in conceptual 
approaches drawn from philosophical thought. As we shall see, 
however, for these authors the philosophical component did not 
constitute the central element or true substance of their 
speeches. It was rather a source of inspiration or even a pretext 
for composing rhetorically elaborate speeches intended to 
astonish and capture the public’s admiration. The predominant 
aspect is without doubt that of a complacent Atticist eloquence, 


following the fashion of the times, and of a refined and 
cultivated use of literary models. This formal interest in rhetoric 
marks a major difference from the rhetor-philosophers of the 
Sophist movement of the fifth century B.C. To adopt a simplistic 
formulation (with the advantages and disadvantages of that 
genre), we may say that, unlike the case of the Sophists of the 
Classical Age, for these rhetors philosophy was at the service of 
eloquence and not vice versa. 


1.2.2 Dio of Prusa (or Dio Cocceianus), called Chrysostom 


Dio, who from the third century onward was given the epithet of 
Chrysostom (“golden mouthed”) to mark his excellence in 
oratory, was born between A.D. 40 and 50 at Prusa, in Bithynia, a 
region of Asia Minor, to a wealthy family. From his youth he 
devoted himself to legal advocacy. He then moved to Rome, 
where he became one of the main rhetors at the imperial court. 
He fell into disgrace under the emperor Domitian, for reasons 
that are unclear to us (it is thought that he was damaged by his 
friendship with Flavius Sabinus, a cousin of the emperor who 
was executed in 82), and was forced to pursue a life in exile 
outside Italy. Philostratus tells how Dio had set off, taking with 
him, with a polemical intent, nothing but Plato’s Phaedo and 
Demosthenes’ oration De Falsa Legatione. After his moment of 
success as a rhetor, this period of Dio’s life is presented as 
having the character of a philosophical phase, pursued 
according to the rules of poverty of the Cynic-Stoic school and 
with the aim, so loudly proclaimed in his works in these years, of 
removing from mortals the desire for luxury and riches. In 97, 
under Nerva, his exile was rescinded and Dio, now back in Rome, 
achieved even greater success than before. He had excellent 
relations with Trajan, who attended his declamations: he gained 
Roman citizenship and took the name of Cocceianus. He also 
held sensitive government positions. Our last information on 
Dio is transmitted by Pliny (Epist. X 81-82), who says that he was 
involved in a trial for embezzlement around 111. He is said to 


have died a little after this. 

With Dio the relation between eloquence and philosophy is 
close but, as he himself admits, his decision to pursue 
philosophy was due above all to his novel and unexpected life 
circumstances. The philosophical component in his speeches 
appears as a surface patina, above all as a source of motifs and 
examples that were easily understood and would make an 
immediate impression on the audience. In his works Atticist 
eloquence dominates, nourished by a refined and cultivated use 
of literary models, relegating the philosophical component to a 
secondary level. 

The corpus of his writings consists of 80 texts of 
heterogeneous character. There are speeches that were 
delivered in reality, short treatises on moral topics set out in the 
form of an oration, lectures and a letter on a topic of literary 
history (Oration 18) sent to an important person, perhaps the 
emperor Nerva. Not all the works in the corpus are authentically 
by Dio. It is believed that Orations 37 (The Corinthian Discourse) 
and 64 (On Fortune 2) should be ascribed to his disciple 
Favorinus (on whom see below). 

Almost all of Dio’s speeches are hard to place 
chronologically. In all likelihood dating to the period of his exile 
are the “Diogenic Orations” (Orations 6, 8, 9, 10), so called 
because they centre on the figure of the Cynic philosopher 
Diogenes of Sinope and his disdain for worldly goods, especially 
riches (but even in this case what predominates is a certain 
simplification and stylisation of Cynic philosophy). Dio returns to 
the theme of disdain for possessions also in Oration 79, On 
Wealth. Of a more sophistic character is one of his most famous 
orations, the Olympic Oration (Man’s First Conception of God, 
Oration 12), which features the sculptor Phidias expressing his 
conception of the divine and of art. An oration of literary content 
is Oration 52 (An Appraisal of the Tragic Triad), in which, following 
a typical sophistic taste, the plays entitled Philoctetes by the 
three great tragedians are compared, in which (with Aristotle) 
Sophocles is given a middle position between Aeschylus and 
Euripides. 


Writings now lost are: the work of historical geography 
Getica, a source for the Historia Gothorum of Jordanes (sixth 
century), who seems to have confused the Goths with the Getae; 
the works Against the Philosophers, Reply to Musonius, In Defence 
of Homer; and sophistic paignia such as the Encomium of the 
Parrot, the Encomium of the Mosquito and the Encomium of Hair, 
which got a response, around three centuries later, from 
Synesius with the Praise of Baldness. 

A famous speech by Dio is The Euboean Discourse, or The 
Hunter. In the incipit the author declares that he is going to tell 
“a personal experience of mine; not merely something I have 
heard from others.” This concerns the encounter, after a 
shipwreck, with a hunter and his family who live in a hovel in an 
isolated area of the Euboean countryside, rejecting the so-called 
civil life and limiting contacts with the city as far as possible. Dio 
sings the praises of a poor, natural, autarkic life, according to 
the Cynic-Stoic ideals that he preached. This idealisation is 
counterpointed by the frenetic and alienating life of the city, in 
which ordinary people are forced to live by their wits in a 
degrading misery. Woven through the whole oration are 
commonplaces drawn from idyllic and bucolic literature, from 
Cynic-Stoic diatribe and from philosophy. The bookish 
references are numerous, such as the literary quotations from 
Homer, Hesiod and Euripides that close the oration. Above all in 
the second part, the result is cold and mannered. The less 
artificial and more intense section concerns the encounter with 
the hunter, a handsome man with fine, healthy features, and his 
speech about his chosen lifestyle. 

A typical characteristic of Dio’s style is brusque transition, 
within the same oration, between different tones, registers and 
sometimes topics. Some modern scholars have held that this 
apparent incoherence may be a result of alteration and 
reworking of Dio’s texts by later editors. This theory has been 
met with bafflement, since the texts’ lack of cohesion and the 
stylistic heterogeneity of many orations seems to be an 
intentional characteristic of Dio, who treated a number of topics 
with often differing approaches and outlooks and took pleasure 


in this mixture as well as in continual allusions to other authors. 
Further, ttotkiAta (poikilia, “variety of style”) is a characteristic of 
the writers of this period (of Lucian and Aelian, among others), 
who pursue it by choice. In accord with the fashion of the 
sophists, the play with literary allusions is very well developed 
both in the philosophical texts and in those that are strictly 
rhetorical. The models of Attic style preferred by Dio are Plato, 
Demosthenes and Xenophon. 


1.2.3 Maximus of Tyre 


Like Dio of Prusa, Maximus of Tyre, who lived in the second 
century, combined his rhetorical output with a conspicuous 
philosophical component. He too was a famous lecturer and 
spent a certain period of time in Rome. He wrote 41 Dissertations 
(AtaA€EEtc) according to the motifs and stylistic features of the 
Neoplatonic thought that was in vogue at the time, adopting an 
Attic language that is clear and at the same time flashy, full of 
vivid rhetorical features. Although he was an adherent of 
Neoplatonism, in his works a strong eclecticism predominates, 
which leads him to mix different philosophical orientations and 
models. Maximus mostly privileged popular themes drawn from 
Cynic-Stoic philosophy, adapting them to his particular vision, 
according to which divinity is the highest good, to be attained 
only through the intellect. Interesting in his conception of 
divinity is the presence of daimones, conceived as semidivine 
beings, intermediate between god and man. 


1.2.4 Favorinus of Arles 


Born around A.D. 85 at Arles, the ancient Arelate, in Gallia 
Narbonensis, Favorinus mastered Greek language and culture, 
probably by studying in Marseilles. He was a pupil of Dio of 
Prusa at Rome and got to know the principal intellectuals of the 
period in the course of numerous journeys in Greece and Asia 
Minor. Plutarch dedicated the work On the Principle of Cold (De 


primo frigido) to him. He rapidly won great fame, such that the 
Corinthians dedicated two honorary columns to him. However, 
he fell into disgrace with the emperor Hadrian for reasons 
unknown to us and in 132 he was exiled to Chios. With the 
ascent to the throne of Antoninus Pius he was able to return to 
Rome, where he opened a school of rhetoric attended by Aulus 
Gellius and Herodes Atticus. He seems to have died around 143. 

Favorinus wrote a very large number of works on the most 
varied topics, as was the tendency at the time. His works are 
mostly lost, except two orations included in the corpus of Dio of 
Prusa, On Fortune 2 and The Corinthian Discourse, and the speech 
On Exile, which was rediscovered thanks to a papyrus published 
for the first time in 1931. There are also some surviving 
fragments, mostly found in Diogenes Laertius. 


In the oration On Fortune 2, Fate is defended against the 
charge of often provoking ruin among humans. The 
speech The Corinthian Discourse treats the custom of 
dedicating statues and columns to illustrious figures, an 
honour that Favorinus himself had received. The oration 
On Exile, which has survived but without the start and end 
of the text, was composed during the years of enforced 
absence from Rome. By adopting the tone and recurring 
themes of the conso/atio, Favorinus sets out to soften the 
worries of exile with the moral and intellectual support of 
philosophy. 


The arguments and motifs are those of the Cynic-Stoic school, 
while the language is the Attic of Plato and Xenophon, the two 
models preferred by Favorinus. The style is rendered artificial by 
the presence of many rhetorical figures and the insistent pursuit 
of rhythmic clausulae. 

Among the lost works of Favorinus we may note the 
Miscellaneous History, in 24 books, which, through its erudite and 
encyclopaedic character, became the inspiration for a number of 
authors including Aulus Gellius, Athenaeus, Aelian and Diogenes 
Laertius. Favorinus also addressed philosophy in The Pyrrhonian 


Modes, in 10 books, and the Memorabilia, in 5 books, in which he 
recounted in anecdotal form the biographies of the principal 
philosophers. Sophistic works of a paradoxical cast are the 
declamations On Quartan Fever and On Thersites. 


1.2.5 Herodes Atticus 


A member of a rich and noble family of Athens, Herodes Atticus 
lived between A.D. 101 and 177. He was a renowned sophist, at 
the head of one of the most prestigious schools of eloquence in 
Athens. He was named consul at Rome and became teacher of 
rhetoric to the future emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius 
Verus. Thanks to his wealth, he advanced the adornment of 
Athens with numerous public works, including the 6deion and 
the Ilissus stadium. His patronage of the arts and his generosity 
became proverbial in the ancient world. 

According to Philostratus, who gives a long profile of him in 
the Lives of the Sophists, Herodes Atticus was a pupil of 
Favorinus, Polemon and Scopelianus, the principal sophists of 
the period. Philostratus praises his rhetorical ability and style: 
Herodes, he said, a devotee of Atticism, had achieved great 
effects by simplicity of expression and the ability to create 
harmonious periodic structure, succeeding at the same time in 
giving vehemence to his attacks. He was assiduously dedicated 
to his studies, which he did not neglect even during banquets or 
at night during intervals from sleep. Philostratus knew “very 
many letters by Herodes, discourses and diaries, handbooks and 
collections of suitable passages in which the flowers of antique 
erudition have been collected” (II 565, 9). What survives today is 
just the oration On the State, which some even regard as 
spurious and a much later work; those who do not contest 
Herodes’ authorship of the oration believe instead that it 
subsequently became the object of imitation. 


1.2.6 Aelius Aristides 


With Aelius Aristides we meet one of the second century’s most 
interesting personalities, not only for his extraordinary 
Oratorical ability, acknowledged by many ancient authors, but 
also for his autobiographical account of the illness that he 
suffered all his life in the Sacred Discourses, an exceptional text 
and in some respects a disconcerting one. 

He was born in A.D. 117 in the Mysian hinterland of Asia 
Minor to a rich family of landowners. The main rhetors of the 
period were his teachers: he studied linguistics and literature in 
Phrygia with the grammarian Alexander of Cotiaeum (who later 
became the tutor of Marcus Aurelius) and the sophists Aristocles 
of Pergamum and Polemon of Laodicea. He then moved to 
Athens, where he was linked to Herodes Atticus. He travelled a 
lot, despite his precarious health, which was accentuated by a 
“neurotic” attitude that obliged him to spend two years at the 
Temple of Asclepius at Pergamum to seek a cure: he became ill 
towards the end of 143, when he was about to leave for Rome, 
was Stricken by various forms of illness and never truly 
recovered. The Sacred Discourses are the diary of his illness and 
attest an alternation of phases of health, during which the 
famous orator was able to devote himself to his beloved activity 
as rhetor, and exhausting relapses. He too spent time at Rome, 
in 143/4, but the journey greatly weakened him. Philostratus 
records that he died, perhaps in his homeland, perhaps in a 
location in Ionia, at the age of 60 or 70. 

Like other Neosophists, Aelius Aristides too wrote an 
enormous amount. His corpus consists of 55 texts, not all 
authentically by him, that are very diverse in topic and style: 
encomia of persons and cities, prose hymns, historical and 
mythological declamations, polemical writings and pamphlets, 
which were read, commented upon and taken as models down 
to the Byzantine Period (along with Thucydides and 
Demosthenes, Aelius Aristides was in fact one of the three 
authors indicated by the Atticists as the best models for the /exis 
attiké). Among the epideictic speeches we note the encomia for 
cities, such as the Panathenaic Oration, in which he sings the 
praises of Athens in the footsteps of Isocrates, and To Rome, in 


which he recognises the merit of the Roman Empire in having 
established universal peace. Among the declamations (meletai) 
preserved, the most famous are the two Sicilian Discourses and 
On the Peace with the Lacedaemonians - On the Peace with the 
Athenians. There are three so-called “anti-Platonic” discourses: 
in the oration In Defence of the Four, he acquits Miltiades, Cimon, 
Themistocles and Pericles on the charge made against them by 
Plato in the Gorgias of having made Athens great politically but 
not morally; in the orations In Defence of Oratory and To Capito 
he lauds oratory and its educational and social function, 
countering the positions voiced by Plato. 


The Sacred Discourses certainly form one of the most 
singular texts that the ancient world has left us. It consists 
of four speeches called “sacred” because they were 
written under the inspiration and guidance of Asclepius, 
the healing god in whom Aristides trusted to gain his 
healing. It is an autobiography, which originally consisted 
of more than 300,000 lines of text but was later extensively 
pruned by the author himself, concerning the course of his 
illness and the advice offered to him by Asclepius, mostly 
in dreams. In the Asclepieion of Pergamum, where Aelius 
Aristides had gone to be cured, the rite known as 
“incubation” was indeed practised: those admitted for 
healing were expected to record their dreams and to 
follow the indications provided by the divinity during sleep. 
This type of medical treatment tended to privilege an 
intimate communion with the god, which also suggested 
to Aristides topics and occasions for his compositions. The 
modern reader may perhaps feel puzzled when faced by 
the obsessive precision with which Aelius Aristides notes 
the circumstances and reasons why he vomited, was 
purged, sweated, abstained from bathing or was moved by 
the god to bathe, for example in the cold waters of a river 
in midwinter. The four speeches seem like the tortuous 
and anguished course taken by an individual in search of 
equilibrium and are a unique document of the religiosity 
and interior dimension of an intellectual of the second 
century A.D. The style matches the content: contorted, 


disjointed, sometimes lush, sometimes dry, characterised 
by brusque transitions and sudden changes of tone and 
topic. Yet even with this content, what seems preeminent 
is attention to the past literary tradition (even in the incipit, 
for example, Aristides presents two quotations from 
Homer). 


The work of Aelius Aristides that has been preserved illustrates 
the main tendencies of the literary and cultural movement of 
the Second Sophistic, but it is distinguished clearly by the 
marked religious dimension that we have discussed. As was 
recalled already by Philostratus, Aelius Aristides preferred in- 
depth preparation to improvisation, “keeping his eye turned to 
the authors of the past and reinvigorating them with his fertile 
nature” (II 581, 17-582, 3). He was very scrupulous in his use of 
rhetorical figures and, in general, in applying the rules of the 
rhetorical art. In this sense his style appears elaborate and 
lacking in immediacy, though it in fact varies greatly from work 
to work. Another characteristic of his writings is his continuous 
return to the literary tradition, both in frequent references and 
allusions and in his re-creation of the Attic style of the classics. 
Aristides even succeeded in reproducing, 500 years later, the 
rhythmic laws of Demosthenes’ prose, i.e. avoiding a sequence 
of more than two short syllables. This extraordinary ability 
earned him notable celebrity: the emperor Marcus Aurelius 
himself was a great admirer. 


1.2.7 Aelian 


Born at Praeneste in A.D. 170, Aelian, like Favorinus and Lucian, 
was able to master the Greek language and culture so well that 
his contemporaries came to call him peAtyAwaao;, i.e. “with 
honeyed tongue,” for the precision, propriety and effectiveness 
of his style. Philostratus, who tells us about him in the Lives of 
the Sophists, recalls that he mastered Attic like an Athenian from 
the Attic countryside. 


Unlike the majority of sophists, he did not travel around the 
world but remained settled in Latium, where he died in 235. 
Little inclined to declamation, he preferred to devote himself to 
historical, antiquarian and zoological studies. According to the 
Suda lexicon he was a priest, perhaps at Praeneste, in the 
Temple of Fortuna. He has not been much appreciated by 
modern critics for his encyclopaedic and anecdotal tendency, 
but he has left us works of some interest. 

His Historical Miscellany (Varia Historia) in 14 books, which 
has survived in compendium form (though the first two books 
are complete), consists of a series of anecdotes, aphorisms, brief 
tales and notices about famous figures from history and 
classical culture. Aelian is a mine of information - though often 
of doubtful reliability (his sources are almost never cited) - 
including not only on facts, persons and curiosities, but also on 
the development of the legends and narrative nuclei concerning 
figures such as Alexander, Alcibiades, the tyrants of Syracuse, 
Aspasia, Semiramis and others. Aelian, a follower of Stoicism, 
presents a moralistic approach to the facts, in which he 
confronts vice and virtue, good and bad. 

In the work Characteristics of Animals, in 17 books, which 
survives complete though with later alterations, the author, in 
an encyclopaedic spirit, collects pseudo-scientific information 
and curiosities about animals, aiming to demonstrate that they 
have the same passions, feelings, vices and virtues as humans. 
Here we can detect the zoological ideas of the Stoics and the 
often fantastical approach of Hellenistic paradoxography. 

Aelian also wrote 20 Rustic Letters, which places erotic 
situations typical of New Comedy into a rural setting, and two 
works that have been lost: On Providence and On Divine 
Manifestations, on a Stoic pattern. 


1.2.8 The Philostrati 


The ancient world has transmitted various works under the 
name of Philostratus. The Suda lexicon distinguishes three 


people by this name, all from Lemnos and related to each other, 
but modern critics have not yet succeeded in establishing with 
certainty their identity or how precisely the surviving works 
should be distributed among them. Further, it seems that the 
short work entitled Imagines, recounting 17 pictures, which is a 
continuation of the 64 Imagines of Flavius Philostratus (known as 
Philostratus II), attests the existence of a fourth Philostratus 
unknown to the Suda. 

The one known as Philostratus I, the earliest of the group, is 
thought to have been a teacher of rhetoric at Athens in the 
period of the Flavian dynasty and was author of many works in 
various genres, including at least 40 lost tragedies. 

Flavius Philostratus. The best known figure is Flavius 
Philostratus, or Philostratus II, probably born between A.D. 170 
and 180, a sophist active at Athens. He became the tutor of the 
young Caracalla and Geta and was introduced to the court of the 
empress Julia Domna, wife of Septimius Severus, and to her 
coterie of mystical and orientalising writers. In 208 he was part 
of the comitatus that accompanied the emperor to Britannia and 
in 213 in that of Caracalla in Gaul. On the death of Julia Domna 
he left Rome and returned to his career as an itinerant sophist. 
It seems that he died between 244 and 249, in the reign of Philip 
the Arab. 

Among the earliest works of Flavius Philostratus, The Life of 
Apollonius of Tyana, written at the request of Julia Domna, is the 
novelistic biography of a sort of travelling magus and 
wonderworker who lived in the first century A.D., famed for his 
ascetic lifestyle and his wisdom, who became a true legend in 
the ancient world. Although there are fantastic details, the work 
remains a valid testimony for reconstructing the philosophical- 
religious mentality of the period and the magical and mystic 
beliefs found both among the people and at the imperial court. 
Also attributed to him is the Heroicus, a dialogue that illustrates 
popular beliefs about heroic myths. 

The work for which Flavius Philostratus is most famous is the 
Lives of the Sophists, a sort of biographical history of the Second 
Sophistic, mentioned already above (cf. par. 1.1). The work 


contains important information not just on the lives and works 
of the principal rhetors of the Imperial Period, but also notices 
about their techniques of composition and declamation and on 
the schools of rhetoric. Prefaced to the Lives is a paragraph in 
which Philostratus offers a definition of the New Sophistic and 
identifies Gorgias as the inventor of improvised oratory. He 
distinguishes between the First Sophistic, with its greatest 
exponent being Gorgias himself, and the Second Sophistic, 
which he starts with Aeschines. Philostratus leaves a large gap 
between Aeschines and Nicetes of Smyrna, who lived around 
three centuries later, a gap that some scholars have explained 
as a textual lacuna. However, we cannot rule out that he 
intentionally chose not to treat authors whom he judged to be 
of little significance. 

Other preserved works by Philostratus are: the Gymnasticus, 
on the ancient sporting traditions of Greece; the Imagines, in 
which, adopting the sophistic technique of ekphrasis, he 
describes 64 paintings in a collection at Naples, for the most 
part mythological in character; and finally a collection of 73 
Letters, generally fictitious and on erotic topics. 

Philostratus III and IV. To another Philostratus, great- 
grandson of the previous one and conventionally called 
Philostratus III, is attributed a letter To Aspasius of Ravenna, 
which treats the epistolary style. Finally Philostratus IV, who 
lived around the mid-third century, was the author of a small 
collection of Imagines, in 17 pictures, which presents itself as a 
continuation of the Imagines of Flavius Philostratus, i.e. 
Philostratus II. 


2 Lucian of Samosata 


2.1 A free spirit 


In Lucian we encounter an intellectual in whom the force of 
reason combined with an irreverent spirit produced works rich 
in caustic irony towards prejudices and conventional ideas. He is 


an extraordinary representative of the cosmopolitan culture of 
the second century, in whom Hellenic civilisation was renewed 
and reinvigorated through contact with lively elements of 
eastern culture - a provincial fully involved in the Roman Empire 
and in the Greek literary and linguistic tradition, to the degree 
that he became one of its most brilliant and wise exponents. 

Although he is generally considered to be a “sophist,” his 
specific, complex activity and output do not make it easy to 
place him in the framework of the Second Sophistic movement. 
In particular, his most typical production - the dialogue based 
on a marriage between comedy and philosophical dialogue, 
intended to be recited or read - seems much closer to what 
Philostratus calls phrontismata (i.e. works that are thought out 
and prepared) than to the improvised meletai of the Neosophists 
(though he did also practise these). A distinctive trait of Lucian is 
his extreme versatility, which allows him to move 
unproblematically through very different topics. The 
counterpoint to this is a certain superficiality, or rather absence 
of depth, that he was able to use to give a light and polished 
touch to a vast range of themes, but on none of them does he 
dwell deeply enough to achieve a specific study of it for its own 
sake or to reach original results. His work as a writer creates a 
continuous relation, through playful reworkings, to the literature 
of the past. His writing gains its breadth as a result of his 
immense knowledge of Greek literature, which is constantly an 
object of references, allusions and reuses, filtered through his 
dazzling ability to transform anything into the mix of quick 
witted irony and piercing intelligence. Only by highlighting and 
understanding this breadth can his writing be appreciated fully. 
His work has enjoyed an extraordinary success from the ancient 
world to the present day; in particular, it was admired and 
imitated in the Enlightenment, thanks to its penetrating and 
irreverent rationalism and formal brilliance. 


2.2 Life 


Secure data on Lucian’s life are scarce, since the notices 


transmitted by the ancient sources are few and there is often 
debate on whether they are soundly based. From references 
that we find in his works we can reconstruct that Lucian was 
born between A.D. 119 and 126 at Samosata, a city on the upper 
Euphrates that was the capital of Commagene (a region of 
Syria). Thus he was not a Greek by birth, but a Syrian with a 
Semitic background. In the work entitled The Dream, or Lucian’s 
Career, Lucian recounts how, from the earliest age, he was 
apprenticed in the art of sculpture with an uncle, but that he 
soon gave it up, after he broke a marble slab, and chose instead 
to become a rhetor. His cultural education must have been 
received among the sophists of Asia Minor and it provided him 
with a perfect command of Greek language and literature. He 
was first an advocate and then a successful lecturer. He travelled 
a great deal, from Asia Minor to Greece and Italy and from Gaul 
to Egypt, and he also went to Rome, perhaps in 159. He speaks 
of having an interest in philosophy, which he embraced at 
around the age of 40. This is the theme of the dialogue Nigrinus, 
dedicated to the philosopher of that name whom he met at 
Rome. But the very idea of “conversion” is wholly foreign to 
Lucian’s spirit and the dialogue seems rather to cultivate 
uncharitable feelings towards Rome and the Romans. It seems 
that the philosophical schools and their doctrines were, rather, 
one among the very many themes that Lucian treated with the 
light and somewhat flippant irony that he adopted towards any 
serious commitments or causes espoused with fervour. Thus in 
the Hermotimus, or Concerning the Sects, composed around 165, 
rather than sceptically condemning all the philosophical schools, 
he treats them all with the amused detachment of someone 
who does not feel, or does not wish to appear, all that involved. 
In 167 he was present at the Olympic Games, where he was a 
witness to the suicide of the philosopher Peregrinus, which he 
represents in often paradoxical tones in the work in epistolary 
form The Passing of Peregrinus. He served as an imperial official 
in Egypt between 173 and 176. Thereafter he resumed his career 
as an itinerant lecturer and again went to Athens. Through a 
reference to the death and divinisation of the emperor Marcus 


Aurelius, in the work Alexander the False Prophet, his death can 
be dated after 180. The notice reported in the Suda lexicon, 
according to which Lucian had died by being torn to pieces by a 
pack of wild dogs, is certainly a tendentious legend and it is 
thought it originated in Christian circles, which were 
emphatically averse to him. 


2.3 The Lucianic corpus 


Lucian’s surviving output is immense and heterogeneous. The 
Lucianic corpus consists of around 85 works, some not 
authentically his, which address a great variety of topics. This is 
firm testimony to the versatility of his genius, of which we have 
spoken, and to his abilities as a writer, capable of using different 
forms to produce arresting variations in his stylistic tones, 
composing in different keys. The absolute and relative 
chronology of the works remains entirely problematic, despite 
frequent attempts to resolve it. 

Some rhetorical exercises on typical “school” topics are 
regarded as sophistic in a strict sense: The Tyrannicide, The 
Encomium of the Fly; eight prolaliai, i.e. brief preambles, such as 
the works Amber or the Swans, The Scythian or the Consul, 
Heracles, Dionysus; descriptions of artistic works (ekphraseis) 
such as The Hall and Hippias or The Bath; epideictic lectures such 
as Slander (On not being quick to put faith in it) or the sparkling 
The consonants at Law (Sigma vs. Tau in the Court of the Seven 
Vowels): the joke scenario is an accusation by the letter sigma 
against the letter tau before a tribunal of vowels. These texts are 
often characterised by the search for bizarre and paradoxical 
arguments, which are pursued, deploying the stylistic features 
of the Second Sophistic, with great formal refinement and an 
evident desire to recover, in a modern key, topics and 
inspirations from classical literature. 

In all the rest of Lucian’s work, the dialogue form strongly 
predominates. It is an ancient form which Lucian renews to 
produce results of great literary value, which we will discuss 
more fully below. In the corpus there are also two famous 
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narrative works that come close to the genre of novel: A True 
Story, which is certainly by Lucian, and Lucius or The Ass, the 
authenticity of which is debated. Some works are brief treatises, 
written in epistolary form to a person addressed in the 
prologue: in The Ignorant Book-Collector the satire is against a 
figure well defined by the title; in the Apology for the “Salaried 
Posts in Great Houses” Lucian defends himself from malicious 
criticisms made of him when he accepted (in 171) the position of 
archistator praefecti Aegypti; in On Salaried Posts in Great Houses 
he ridicules the renunciation of freedom by Greek intellectuals 
who live as guests with rich and powerful Romans; and in the 
famous How to Write History Lucian invites us to appreciate the 
freedom of the historian in a polemic with the panegyrists of 
Lucius Verus at the time of the second Parthian war (A.D. 161- 
166). This last work features various sentiments unfavourable to 
Rome, as we have already noted above in the Nigrinus, 
confirming Lucian’s attitude as a “free thinker” who wanted to 
preserve his own freedom as an intellectual of Greek culture in 
the Romanised world. 

A small group of texts that survive in the manuscripts within 
the Lucianic corpus are certainly spurious: The Patriot 
(Philopatris), Charidemus, Nero, Timarion, around fifty epigrams 
and some letters. Other works in the corpus have been doubted 
and contested, but without reaching a firm conclusion that they 
are inauthentic. 


2.3.1 The dialogues 


The dialogue is the form used most frequently by Lucian. He 
himself, with his usual clear self-awareness, defines the novelty 
of his work in relation to tradition. He in fact states that he has 
taken the philosophical dialogue, by then reduced to wretched 
circumstances and out of favour with the public, and has 
revitalised it by combining it with comedy, thus winning for it 
“great favour from his hearers, who formerly feared his prickles 
and avoided taking hold of him as if he were a seaurchin,” as he 


says in the dialogue The Double Indictment (par. 34), composed 
around the age of 40, and so in his full maturity. This renewal of 
the traditional and serious philosophical dialogue by introducing 
a comic, amusing and appealing element, put into Lucian’s 
hands an instrument of great flexibility that allowed him to 
confront a vast range of themes by pleasant rather than grave 
means. 

Philosophical in content (but treated in Lucian’s manner) are 
dialogues such as: the already mentioned Hermotimus, 
composed around 165, in which he reviews with irony and 
detachment the various philosophical schools; Essays in 
Portaiture, Essays in Portaiture Defended, Toxaris or Friendship and 
Anacharsis or Athletics. Some moral dialogues return to the 
manner of Menippean satire, and sometimes feature Menippus 
of Gadara himself as a character (cf. The Classical Age IV 2.2.2), 
such as Icaromenippus or The Sky-Man and Menippus or The 
Descent into Hades. It is impossible to list all the themes and 
titles, which run from Astrology to The Goddess Syria (in which 
Lucian imitates Herodotus); from the frequent flippant 
representation of the world of the gods (The Parliament of the 
Gods, Zeus Catechized, the group of Dialogues of the Gods, on 
which see below) to the representation of human types, as in 
Philosophies for Sale, The Parasite and Anacharsis or Athletics; in 
Lexiphanes he criticises linguistic fanaticism with penetrating 
satire. However, the works that, in the Modern Era, have given 
Lucian his greatest fame are the four collections that expressly 
bear the title of Dialogues in the manuscript tradition, in which 
the satirical and, often, paradoxical element gains force from a 
vivid and graphic style and from the choice of particularly 
amusing situations. 


In the 26 Dialogues of the Gods Lucian, moving away from 
certain bombastic artifices of the Second Sophistic, passes 
with wit and finesse through the repertoire of classical 
mythology, from the love affairs of Zeus to the judgement 
of Paris, from the story of Prometheus to the problem of 
the paternity of Pan, son of Hermes. The outlook is 


rationalist and irreverent: in an era of religious syncretism 
and of a preponderant influence from mystery religions 
and eastern religions, Lucian succeeds in dissipating even 
the aura of greatness and idealisation that surrounded the 
classical myths, bringing out into the open their often 
shabby motives and intrigues. In the 15 Dialogues of the 
Sea-Gods the background shifts from the heavens to the 
sea, but remains set in the disputes, spites and affairs of 
mythological figures such as Poseidon and his son 
Polyphemus, Triton and the Nereids, the nymphs Doris 
and Galatea and so on. 


A more bitter tone characterises the Dialogues of the Dead, 
in which Lucian offers a glimpse of how the ancient world 
conceived the reality of the afterlife in thirty situations, 
marked by real black humour; his polemic is directed 
against the vanities of earthly life and its empty passions. 
In the crudeness of some details and the seriousness of 
certain situations, Lucian is indebted to the moral content 
of Cynic-Stoic diatribe and to Menippus, already 
mentioned above, who takes part as a protagonist in some 
dialogues, as do Pluto, Charon, Hermes, Diogenes and 
Alexander the Great as protagonists in some of the 
dialogues. In the 15 Dialogues of the Courtesans, Lucian, 
recalling situations typical of the New Comedy of 
Menander, sketches a lively social profile of a timeless 
Athens, in which the private dimension predominates, with 
characters such as thwarted lovers, dodgy businessmen, 
young men in love and, above all, pimps and prostitutes. 
This work too (which is mostly dated to Lucian’s first stay 
at Athens, around 160) imposes a disenchanted and 
strongly ironic view, in which, for example, the author 
mocks the fierce competition between courtesans to 
secure the richest lover, or of the spite and ill will between 
the younger and older courtesans; with less irony he 
touches on the theme of girls forced into prostitution by 


poverty. 


2.3.2 A True Story 


A True Story also enjoys considerable fame. The work, in two 
books, is intended as a parody of those authors who pass off 
fantastic topics as real, a polemical intent that is clear already in 
the title. In the introduction Lucian declares, in opposition to 
writers such as Ctesias, Herodotus, Iambulus (cf. The Roman 
Imperial Period IX 1.7.8) and even Homer (“forefather of these 
charlatans”; par. 3), that he has written a story full of falsehood 
and evasions, to divert the mind of the reader from whatever 
serious matter occupies it. “I am writing about things I neither 
saw nor experienced nor heard about from others, which 
moreover don’t exist, and in any case could not exist” (par. 4). 
The irony is clear even in the choice of expressions, which recall 
famous declarations of historical truthfulness. 


The fantastic adventures of a group of Greeks begin as 
they set off, captained by the author, departing for the 
western Ocean and passing the Pillars of Hercules. From 
this point on there is a crescendo of amazing inventions, 
which has no equal in surviving Greek literature. The 
intrepid travellers end up, in marvellous fashion, on the 
Moon, take part in a battle between the Sun-ites and the 
Moon-ites, drop back down to Earth where they are 
swallowed by a whale, encounter the Corkfeet, who surf on 
feet of cork, reach the Land of the Blest or the Hereafter. 
At the end of the second book Lucian promises to continue 
further, but the new chapters were probably never written. 


A True Story is certainly the work in which Lucian’s fine 
intellectualism, his ability to mock human usages and customs, 
his wish to create a very knowing web of references and 
allusions to classical and contemporary authors (many of whom 
are unknown to us) all meet, achieving a result of extraordinary 
elegance and great wit. Critics believe that this type of brief 
novel does not date before 180, and so would be one of Lucian’s 
final works. 


2.2.3 Lucius or The Ass 


A particular mention should be made of this other brief novel, 
Lucian’s authorship of which is debated. It tells the adventures 
of a character called Lucius, who is transformed into an ass 
instead of into a bird by a mistaken piece of magic. At the end of 
his troubled adventures, the ass returns to human form by 
eating rose petals (cf. The Roman Imperial Period IX 1.1.3). 

The plot is similar to that of the Metamorphoses of the Latin 
author Apuleius, who states that he was inspired by the work of 
the Greek Lucius of Patras. The question of what the relation is 
between the text of Lucius of Patras, Pseudo-Lucian and 
Apuleius is at the centre of a very lively critical debate, which has 
not yet reached definitive conclusions. The most likely theory 
seems to be that Lucius of Patras, a sophist contemporary to 
Lucian (as we are told by the Byzantine Photius) had written a 
long novel, of which the Lucius or The Ass attributed to Lucian is a 
summary. The arguments for or against Lucian’s authorship of 
the work (or of the summary) are evenly balanced: some 
scholars see in it evidence of Lucian’s typical style, while others 
highlight late syntactical structures or even blunders that are 
not in line with Lucian’s Atticist purism. 


2.4 Style 


The corrosive force and extreme clarity of judgement that are 
characteristics of Lucian’s works rely on a supple and vivid 
instrument: the Attic language. As a partisan of Atticism, Lucian 
was able to achieve a command of this language, which was 
geographically and chronologically remote from him, with an 
extraordinary freshness and aptness. His periodic structures are 
elegant and agile; the vocabulary, which is precise and open to 
colloquial forms, can adapt to both abstract content and 
concrete situations. The copious references to classical authors 
are never an end in themselves, but strictly a function of the 
content. We are far removed from certain stylistic artifices and 
abstractions of the Neosophists, which Lucian himself criticises 
in dialogues such as The Sham Sophist or The Solecist and A 
Professor of Public Speaking. In the former, the target is, 


precisely, an intellectual a /a page, convinced that he knows how 
to use Greek to perfection, but who ends up making grammar 
errors; the latter ridicules the eloquence of the period as a 
wholly empty, exterior phenomenon. Lucian counsels reliance 
on the ancient authors, but with a prudent caution. 

The authors most plundered are, across the whole of 
Lucian’s output, Homer, Aristophanes, Menander, Euripides and 
the classical historians. The result, as has been noted, is never a 
slavish imitation, but an original creation of typical situations 
and images, elements that make Lucian not only the champion 
of satire, but above all a literary figure of the first rank, aware of 
his own intelligence, able to use it and proud of the Greek 
cultural heritage. 


IX Narrative Literature 


1 The Greek novel 
1.1 Origins and characteristics of the novel 
1.1.1 A “new” genre 


The novel in prose is perhaps the most original feature of the 
landscape of Greek literature in the Imperial Period. The 
testimonies available today in fact allow us to say that the genre 
probably existed from the second century B.C. and that in the 
late Hellenistic Period it underwent considerable growth. The so- 
called Ninus Novel (behind the figure of the protagonist lies a 
historical person, the ancient king of Assyria: cf. below 1.7.2), a 
few fragments of which survive on papyrus, is dated around 100 
B.C. and is hence the earliest example of which we have direct 
knowledge. Still probably in the first century B.C. there is 


Callirhoe by Chariton of Aphrodisias (cf. next par.) and the 
fragments of Metiochus and Parthenope and the Novel of Chione 
(cf. below 1.7.4). However, the majority of the novels that have 
survived entire, via the Byzantine manuscript tradition, belong 
to the Imperial Period, the era to which it seems we should also 
date the greatest success and diffusion of this narrative 
entertainment genre, as is attested by the many papyrus 
fragments with remains of works that are otherwise lost and for 
which we do not know the authors. The success of the genre 
continued also in the Byzantine Period, when various novel-like 
works were composed in both prose and verse. 


1.1.2 The origins of the novel 


The origin of the Greek novel has long been debated by 
scholars, to the point that study of the texts of the novels in their 
own right has almost seemed to take second place. There is no 
doubt that the studies on the genre’s genesis have yielded a 
quantity of valid and useful critical observations, which remain a 
solid scholarly advance, yet today the problem of genesis is 
addressed with rather less intensity, and even with a certain 
distancing, and scholars prefer to investigate the various 
“ingredients” that have in different ways influenced the 
formation of the narrative genre that we call the “Greek novel” 
(taking care to resist the temptation to see in it a sort of 
prototype, not yet perfected, of the modern bourgeois novel). 
The theories formulated in the past fixed on an origin in 
eastern cultures (the majority of the novels have eastern 
settings) or in the context of mystery religions, or they identified 
the site of its formation as the rhetorical schools, in the 
atmosphere of the Second Sophistic. These are all elements that 
may have played some role and it is still appropriate to consider 
them, but only together with other elements. Scholars have 
emphasised the Greek novel's relation to the ancient epic 
tradition (primarily, of course, the Odyssey), which had an 
influence on the formation of the novel’s narrative that is 


undeniable at the level of structures of narration and of subject- 
matter, and also as a remote model that offered authoritative 
suggestions. But one certainly cannot overlook the influence of 
a genre that is formally distant from the novel, such as New 
Comedy, with its typical plot that wants to see two young lovers 
happily reunited after being cast out on various adventures by 
Tyche, seeing them as passive heroes at the mercy of 
misfortunes and misadventures. And finally, when we think of a 
cultural hinterland for the novel authors, one cannot deny the 
presence of novelistic material in various literary contexts (one 
may think here of Menippean satire or the so-called Milesian 
tales: cf. respectively The Classical Age IV 2.2.2 and The Roman 
Imperial Period 1X 2.2), nor that of a certain type of 
historiography intended more for entertainment than for 
practical purposes, aimed at the amusement of the reader and 
the enjoyment of the story. 

In relation to historiography, one should not overlook the 
fact that the protagonists of the earliest novels are historical 
figures. A precedent that may very well have played a role, in 
this case, is the tradition of romanticised history that bloomed in 
the Hellenistic Age around the exploits of Alexander the Great. 
And the earliest of the historians of Alexander, Callisthenes, is 
the figure who attracted the false attribution of the curious work 
that goes by the title of The Alexander Romance (normally called 
the work of “Pseudo-Callisthenes”), which has survived in 
various recensions (and translations) that ultimately go back to 
an epistolary novel. It is almost certain that its origin is to be 
placed in the Alexandrian Era, but different versions were 
produced and circulated in the Imperial Period (cf. The Hellenistic 
Age VIII 1.3). 

Today, however, the study of models is no longer pursued in 
light of a search for the location and genre from which the novel 
may have emerged through some more or less direct descent, 
as was done in the last century, but in light of the concept of 
intertextuality, or the simultaneous presence and operation of 
other texts and genres within the conception and composition 
of a work, a relation that is productive of literary references and 


learned winks by the author to the reader. The novel therefore 
appears in essence to be the result of an intersection of 
different elements, fused in the creation of a new genre but, as 
is always the case, the offspring of one or more traditions. 


1.1.3 The themes of the novel 


As we have already mentioned, we should distinguish the novels 
transmitted through the Byzantine manuscripts (i.e. the works 
of Chariton, Xenophon of Ephesus, Achilles Tatius, Longus and 
Heliodorus) from those known only partially, by other routes - 
above all the discovery of papyrus fragments preserved by 
chance (for example the important Ninus Novel, the oldest 
known, that we have already mentioned). A very great amount 
has been lost and it is only in the Egyptian area, thanks to the 
papyri, that we can recover a few scraps. 

We have many fragments of unknown authors, all to some 
degree enigmatic and of differing literary levels, which attest the 
broad diffusion of the genre across different classes of reader, 
from the more refined level, informed by literature and rhetoric, 
to the more popular level with simple tastes. Perhaps due to its 
aim of entertainment, the novel is a genre that is discussed little 
or not at all in ancient treatise-writing, and the rhetorical 
teaching did not bother to give it a name or a definition, nor to 
make it the object of critical reflection or note its precise 
physiognomy. This matches the fact that the authors are for the 
most part otherwise unknown, even in cases where we know 
their names and origins. It seems clear, then, that for the 
ancient world this entertainment literature in prose, even in its 
stronger representatives, was set apart, so to speak, from all 
that was considered to be more serious and noble. Yet, in what 
we do know of the genre, we can identify some particular 
strands. 

The novel of love and of adventure. The characteristic and 
predominant themes are, firstly, erds, incarnated in a love that is 
permissible but at first thwarted, until it finally wins out, and 


which remains faithful and therefore tenaciously chaste during 
the adventures that precede the final reunification; and, 
secondly, that of the journey, which is long, troubled and full of 
adventures. The structure-type is roughly as follows. A pair of 
young lovers are forcibly separated in a double scheme: the 
separation occurs soon after the wedding in the earlier novels, 
and in the later ones soon after falling in love, and so before the 
lovers’ physical union. In these latter novels, in fact, the 
component of sexual fidelity takes on an even more significant 
value, in an exaltation of the values of fidelity and chastity, 
especially when facing the temptations and snares of the period 
of separation. We have already mentioned the predominantly 
passive character of the protagonists, above all the male ones: 
they are not the heroes of the action but instead at the mercy of 
capricious and tyrannical fate (tyché), though not a fate so cruel 
as to prevent the final achievement of their happiness. Onto this 
motif is grafted a whole range of events that recur to some 
degree, which provide the body of the narrative and enliven 
both the central, unifying erotic theme and the basic scheme 
through a series of coups de thédatre, without bothering about 
realistic representation. 

The fantastic novel. Yet love is not the only theme in all the 
texts known to us. Especially if we take into account those that 
have not survived entire, we also find the fantastic adventure or 
travel novel, in which the erotic theme is absent or merely 
incidental. It seems clear that the selection made by time and 
tradition, by whatever means and for whatever reasons, has 
privileged the first type of novel (as described above) while 
penalising the fantastic novel, sacrificing a greater variety within 
the genre. This is true not only in relation to content, but also at 
the level of style and audience. 

Connected to the fantastic themes is the brief novel entitled 
Lucius or The Ass, which has survived within the corpus of the 
works of Lucian, though its authenticity is debated (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period VIII 2.3.3). It tells of a certain Lucius who, 
through his inept use of magic potions, transforms himself into 
an ass instead of a bird and after various setbacks recovers his 


human form. We know that the same theme, which was then 
also picked up by Apuleius in his Metamorphoses or Golden Ass, 
was retold in a lost work by a certain Lucius of Patras. This has 
given rise to a complex and still undecided philological debate, 
not only on the authorship of Lucius or The Ass, but also on the 
relation of this short work to Lucius of Patras (is it a simple 
summary, or a shorter reworking with some degree of 
originality?), on the identity of the latter and on its relation to 
Apuleius (did he use the work of Lucius of Patras, which would 
then be the shared source of both Apuleius and Pseudo- 
Lucian?). 

The novels on the Trojan Cycle. We may here mention the 
novels on the theme of the Trojan Cycle of legends, based on the 
fiction of an “eyewitness account,” which is attributed in the 
tradition to Dictys Cretensis and Dares of Phrygia, long known 
only in the Latin version. The existence of a Greek original, which 
had been doubted, is now secure, thanks to papyrus discoveries. 
They were thus works written in Greek probably in the first 
century A.D. and later translated into Latin. In The Diary of the 
Trojan War (Ephemeris belli Troiani) Dictys Cretensis presents 
himself as a Greek who had participated in the war and had kept 
a diary. He is counterpointed by The History of the Fall of Troy (De 
excidio Troiae historia) in which Dares Phrygi-us, a Trojan priest, 
presents the events of the great war and siege from the point of 
view of the defeated. 


1.2 Callirhoe by Chariton of Aphrodisias 
1.2.1 A nearly unknown author 


The only ancient testimony about Chariton appears at the 
opening of the novel of which he claims to be author, Callirhoe (I 
1, 1): “I, Chariton of Aphrodisias, clerk of the lawyer 
Athenagoras, am going to relate a love story which took place in 
Syracuse.” The ancient sources are otherwise silent and 
evidence for Chariton disappears until the Humanistic Period, 


when the text was rediscovered. Only with the recent discovery 
of passages of the work in some papyri of the second to third 
century A.D. has it been possible to cast some light on the 
novel’s date, which was once mistakenly placed in the fourth to 
fifth century A.D. At present, the date given to Callirhoe ranges 
from the first century B.C. to the first century A.D. If, as seems 
probable, the earlier dating is correct, then this is the earliest 
novel, and the first novel of love, to have survived complete but 
for some brief lacunae. A further step in unravelling the complex 
dating problem may be gleaned from a deeper study of the 
epigraphic material of the city of Aphrodisias in Asia Minor. At 
our current state of knowledge, the presence in the city’s 
inscriptions of the names Chariton and Athenagoras has been 
established: Consequently, we can confirm at least the 
plausibility of the notice that appears at the opening of the 
novel. 


1.2.2 The plot 


Chaereas and Callirhoe, the two most beautiful young 
people of Syracuse, on their way to the Temple of 
Aphrodite to participate in a festival of the goddess, meet 
on the road and fall in love. Although the girl’s father, the 
general Hermocrates, is opposed to the marriage, the 
people of the city, gathered in the assembly, convince him 
to grant his daughter’s hand in marriage to Chaereas. The 
couple’s wedded bliss is blocked, however, by Callirhoe’s 
former suitors, nobles from the greatest cities of Magna 
Graecia, who are not inclined to accept rejection. 


Making use of Chaereas’ naive and impulsive character, 
they convince him of Callirhoe’s infidelity. Seized by 
jealousy, Chaereas kicks his wife, leaving her unconscious. 
It is thought that Callirhoe is dead. In a solemn funeral 
ceremony, in which the whole city takes part, the girl is 
shut up in a tomb full of unimaginable riches, which attract 
the thief Theron and his band of tomb-robbers. 
Discovering that the young woman is alive, Theron 


abducts her and leaves for Miletus, where he sells her to a 
prominent citizen, Dionysius, who had recently been 
widowed. The meeting between Callirhoe and Dionysius 
takes place in a temple of Aphrodite and the man, 
convinced he is seeing Aphrodite in person, falls in love 
with the girl. 


Callirhoe in the meantime discovers that she is expecting a 
child by Chaereas. To spare the child a future as a slave, 
she consents to marry Dionysius. Meanwhile at Syracuse 
Chaereas discovers the truth and, setting off in pursuit of 
Callirhoe, reaches Miletus, where he is taken prisoner by 
Mithridates, satrap of Caria. Mithridates is in love with the 
woman and uses Chaereas to try to detach Callirhoe from 
Dionysius. The latter, having seized a letter sent by 
Chaereas to Callirhoe and interpreting it as a trap set by 
Mithridates, asks for help from Pharnaces, satrap of Lydia 
and Ionia and enemy of Mithridates. Pharnaces in his turn 
sends to Artaxerxes II, king of the Persians, who summons 
them all to Babylon for a court case. Complicating the 
debate further, Chaereas makes a surprise appearance, 
reclaiming the woman for himself. During the hearing, 
Artaxerxes, struck by the beauty of Callirhoe, tries in vain 
to seduce her. But a sudden rebellion of the Egyptians and 
the invasion of Syria force the king to leave with his army 
and with an imposing royal entourage, in which both 
Callirhoe and Statira, queen of the Persians, take part. 
Dionysius takes his position alongside the king. 


Chaereas joins the Egyptian army and, due to his heroism, 
he is named admiral of the fleet. He thus succeeds in 
defeating the Persians by sea, seizing booty and finding 
Callirhoe. The final victory, however, falls to the Persians, 
who suppress the Egyptians’ revolt. By a trick Chaereas 
and Callirhoe succeed in fleeing towards Syracuse. Before 
they leave, Callirhoe entrusts to Statira a message for 
Dionysius, in which she asks him to raise her son in accord 
with his noble rank and to send him back to Syracuse once 
he has reached maturity. In Syracuse, Chaereas and 
Callirhoe, who had been believed dead, are welcomed in 
triumph. 


1.2.3 The historical background 


The events narrated are presented against a real historical 
background. Callirhoe is the name of the daughter of a real 
person, Hermocrates, who defeated the Athenian fleet in 413 
B.C. Diodorus Siculus informs us that the general had a 
daughter who was married to Dionysius I, tyrant of Syracuse; 
and Artaxerxes II too is a historical figure. However, the 
references in the novel to these real details are not coherent and 
it is easy to spot many substantial chronological discrepancies. 
Hence these are elements that have been freely reused and 
reworked. At no point in the story does the historical component 
take precedence over a taste for fantasy in narration or over the 
rapid and at times vertiginous succession of events, which is 
marked by many coups de thédtre and a large cast of characters. 
For various reasons we cannot call Callirhoe a “historical 
novel,” above all for the vague and imprecise chronological 
placing of the events, but also for the extreme rarety of 
descriptions of settings and places and of digressions on habits 
and customs, despite the fact that the action offers numerous 
Opportunities for this, shifting as it does from Sicily to Asia Minor 
and from Mesopotamia to Phoenicia. All elements of the 
narrative are, rather, subordinated to the tension of the plot and 
the breakneck rhythm in which the adventures unfold before 
the reader’s eyes in all their spectacularity. The impression is 
that, in making a historical figure the heroine of his story, 
Chariton was meeting aesthetic and compositional principles 
that were perhaps already conventional in this literary genre. 


1.2.4 The protagonists 


Absolutely central is the protagonist Callirhoe, even in 
comparison to Chaereas, who only in brief sequences manages 
to steal the scene. The priority of Callirhoe over Chaereas is 
declared by Chariton himself at the finale of the novel (VIII 8, 
16): “So ends the story I have composed about Callirhoe.” And 


even at the start, straight after the presentation of the subject, 
the author describes Callirhoe first (“her beauty was not so 
much human as divine, not that of a Nereid or mountain nymph, 
either, but of Aphrodite herself”; I 1, 2), and then Chaereas 
(“whose handsomeness surpassed all, resembling the statues 
and pictures of Achilles and Nireus and Hippolytus and 
Alcibiades”; I 1, 3). Thereafter whenever the beauty of the two is 
compared, Callirhoe puts her husband in the shade. 

Chariton, however, does not limit himself to making 
Callirhoe a new Aphrodite or a new Helen, as some critics have 
maintained, interpreting the novel as a lay reworking of these 
myths. While the principal characteristic of the heroine, in a 
stereotype common to all Greek love novels, is beauty, Callirhoe 
is also endowed with wisdom and manages even in difficult 
situations to maintain self-control and make the right decision; 
she is the equal of her antagonists in cunning and trickery, 
fights to remain faithful to her husband and not to lose the 
noble status of her family. 

Chaereas, to the contrary, is more impulsive and irascible 
and falls into the traps of his adversaries. When he is seized by 
despair he weeps and laments and only his friend Polycharmus 
succeeds in dissuading him from suicide. In the final part, 
however, there is a redemption for Chaereas: when he manages 
to capture by a ruse the city of Tyre, impregnable to attack and 
loyal to the Persians, he becomes the admiral of the Egyptian 
fleet and succeeds in taking possession of the enemy booty and 
finding his beloved. However, his attitude to Callirhoe’s decision 
to entrust their son until he reaches maturity to Dionysius of 
Miletus remains inexplicable. 

The centrality of the figure of Callirhoe, together with the 
positivity of all the female characters of the novel, has led some 
critics to maintain that the work was intended for a female 
audience, though this hypothesis has not been confirmed. 
However, it is interesting that, according to some recent 
proposals, Chariton may have been the author of two other 
novels with female protagonists: the Novel of Chione and 
Metiochus and Parthenope. Less plausible, on the other hand, is 


the theory of those who see Chariton as the author also of the 
Ninus Novel (cf. below 1.7). 


1.2.5 The spectacular in the narrative 


More than the historical dimension, the salient narrative feature 
of Chariton’s novel lies in the search for a fast-paced rhythm 
characterised by brash coups de thédtre, which confer on the 
story a quite spectacular dimension with a notable visual impact. 
In the novel there are numerous comparisons and similes that 
refer explicitly to the sphere of theatre. When Chaereas 
suddenly appears at the court hearing in Babylon, the author 
intervenes in the narration with this statement (V 8, 2): “What 
dramatist ever staged such and extraordinary situation? An 
observer would have thought himself in a theatre filled with 
every conceivable emotion. All were there at once - tears, joy, 
astonishment, pity, disbelief, prayer.” More significant is the 
reference to the theatrical world that characterises the opening 
of Book VIII, in which the happy ending of the story is presented 
(VIII 1, 4): “I think that this last book will prove the most 
enjoyable for my readers, as a catharsis to the grim events in the 
preceding ones.” 

Some scholars have maintained that the plot of Callirhoe has 
the overall unity of a drama in five episodes, which are to be 
identified as follows: the wedding of Chaereas and Callirhoe and 
the troubles of Callirhoe; the adventures of Chaereas; the trial at 
Babylon; the military triumphs of Chaereas; the “cathartic” 
finale. On this view, the episodes would be linked together in 
such a way as to ensure a rise towards the climax at the finale. 
Further, unlike the other novelists who create suspense by 
concealing from the reader part of the truth, Chariton uses the 
very truth of the facts to keep interest alive. There is no doubt 
that the happy ending of the story, the importance accorded to 
Tyche in the course of events and the presentation of some 
characters (including Dionysius, a cultivated, moderate, 
magnanimous man) relate to comic models rather than tragic 


ones. In particular, scholars believe that Chariton (and probably 
the novel of love as a whole) was strongly influenced by New 
Comedy. A piece of evidence for this is the fact that this novel 
also includes an interesting quotation from the Misoumenos (The 
Hated Man) of Menander. Dionysius regrets acting precipitately 
by communicating his suspicions to Pharnaces and so risking 
the loss of his lady at the trial in Babylon, “when he could be in 
bed, embracing his beloved” (IV 7, 7; cfr. Menander, fr. 9 
Sandbach). 


1.2.6 The presence of the Homeric model 


Another striking factor is the abundance of Homeric quotations 
that emphasise the salient moments of the story. Homer is cited 
a full 31 times in the course of the eight chapters of the novel. 
Among the quotations that recur most frequently is the 
expression, present already in the first chapter (I 1, 14), “Her 
knees collapsed and her heart within her” (cf. Iliad XXI 114 and 
Odyssey IV 703), which emphasises the moments of greatest 
emotional tension. In another passage, Callirhoe’s beauty is said 
to be “like unto Artemis or to Aphrodite the golden” (IV 7, 5; cf. 
Odyssey XVII 37 and XIX 54), in a periphrasis that in the Homeric 
poem refers to Penelope. 

Apart from the explicit quotations, there are also many 
intertextual references in the novel alluding to Homer. For 
example, the whole section concerning the triumphs of 
Chaereas echoes the Iliad in more or less explicit ways and at 
the moment when he devises a trick to storm Tyre, Chaereas is 
likened to the Iliadic hero Diomedes. Further, the scene of the 
final meeting of Chaereas and Callirhoe recalls the meeting of 
Odysseus and Penelope. 


1.3 Anthia and Habrocomes of Xenophon of Ephesus (also 
known as The Ephesian Story) 


1.3.1 The author and the work 


The Suda lexicon preserves our only ancient notices on this 
author: “Xenophon, an Ephesian, narrator. (He wrote) The 
Ephesian Story (Ephesiaca): it is a love novel in 10 books about 
Habrocomes and Anthia, On the City of the Ephesians and other 
things.” On Xenophon, modern critics have debated everything. 
According to some, the by-name “of Ephesus” refers to the 
writer’s home city, while for others it derives from the topic of 
his principal work, namely the novel called The Ephesian Story. 
Doubts have been raised also about the truth of the name 
Xenophon, which, according to some, was adopted by the 
author of the novel in homage to the historian of that name, 
either because he was his chosen stylistic model or because he 
was considered to be the first narrator in the novelistic style. 

As regards the dating, the only indications are internal to the 
work (for example the mention of the career of “eirenarch,” an 
office attested from the Trajanic Period onward) and lead us to 
suppose that Anthia and Habrocomes was composed in the 
second century A.D. Scholars generally maintain that the text is 
earlier than the novels of Achilles Tatius and Heliodorus and of 
course later than Chariton. 

Another problem concerns the novel’s text itself. The Suda 
lexicon reports a division into ten books, whereas in the version 
that has survived today the work consists of five books. Given 
the greater brevity of the text compared to the other surviving 
love novels, the identifiable lacunae, the internal contradictions 
and the quality of the story, it has been argued that what 
survives is not the original text but an epitome, perhaps from 
the Byzantine Period. According to others, however, it is more 
likely that the original work consisted of five books and was later 
expanded into ten. But when was the original produced? On this 
aspect too we have no certain knowledge. 


1.3.2 The plot 


The opening of the novel seems to be inspired by 
Euripides’ Hippolytus: Habrocomes, a boy of sixteen, is full 


of pride over his exceptional beauty and disdains Eros. The 
god takes revenge and makes him fall hopelessly in love 
with a fourteen-year-old girl, Anthia. The two meet at the 
local festival of the goddess Artemis and at once fall 
hopelessly in love with each other, even falling sick. The 
worried parents turn to the oracle of Apollo at Colophon to 
discover the cause of the sickness. They learn that the two 
should marry, that they will encounter great misfortunes, 
but that it will all have a happy ending. Upon returning to 
Ephesus, the parents consent to the marriage of the two 
young people. To ward off the oracle’s grim prophecies, 
they (inexplicably) decide to send the young couple far 
from the city. After a halt at Rhodes, Anthia and 
Habrocomes'’ ship is attacked by Phoenician pirates, who 
bring the pair to Tyre, to their chief Apsyrtus. From this 
moment on, the two young people are forcibly separated 
and an interminable series of misfortunes begins for them, 
ranging from Asia Minor to Egypt, Ethiopia to southern 
Italy, in a succession of flights from brigands, Indian 
princes, slave merchants, pimps and soldiers madly in love 
with one of the two protagonists. The final encounter of 
the married couple, under the auspices of the oracle of the 
god Apis, takes place on Rhodes in the Temple of Isis, 
where Anthia has taken a vow. The couple return to 
Ephesus, where their love will be lived out in a more 
peaceful fashion. 


1.3.3 A dry narrative 


Aside from some books, such as the first, in which the narration 
is characterised by greater narrative breadth, the novel presents 
the facts with extreme brevity, removing all descriptions and 
digressions and limiting the characters’ dialogues, monologues 
and laments. Further, many characters appear in the narrative 
and then depart the scene without leading to the consequences 
that they seemed to herald and which the plot requires. 

For example, in Book I two Phoenician pirates, Corymbus 
and Euxinus, fall in love with, respectively, Habrocomes and 
Anthia, but in Book II they disappear from the narrative without 


any consequences of their love, which at first sight had 
appeared impassioned and to presage troubles. In Book IV it is 
said that Anthia, condemned by the brigands to die in a pit, torn 
apart by two starving dogs, is saved by the guardian of the pit, a 
brigand who is in love with her. Several times in the narrative 
reference is made to the fact that Anthia decides to rear the 
dogs, which makes it seem likely that in the original story the 
two animals had a precise role. Yet in the surviving text the dogs 
too leave the scene without prompting any development of the 
story. 


1.3.4 The religion of Anthia and Habrocomes 


In the text there are rather heterogeneous elements of 
religiosity. Great importance is given to oracles. The oracle of 
Colophon, for example, is the motor of the first part of the plot 
and nine hexameters are dedicated to it; and, at the end, Anthia 
is comforted by the oracle of the god Apis, which assures her 
that Habrocomes is alive and that he will soon be reunited with 
her. In Book I great prominence is held by two divinities: Eros 
and Artemis. Echoing the Hippolytus of Euripides, Xenophon 
dwells on Habrocomes'’ disdain for Eros, whom he considers to 
be not even a god. Eros, indignant, seeks a trap for the boy and 
finds it in the festival of Artemis. During the sacred procession 
to the Artemisium, Habrocomes for the first time sees Anthia, 
dressed as Artemis the Huntress. Those who see the novel as an 
allegory of the sacred mysteries of Isis have supposed that that 
goddess lies concealed behind Artemis, since Isis is the Egyptian 
goddess to whom Anthia, in the course of the story, will take a 
vow in order to remain chaste and faithful and who represents 
the saviour goddess mentioned by the oracle of Apollo. More 
than in other novels, the pantheon of the Ephesian Story 
presents a mixture of Greek and Egyptian divinities: invoked are 
not only Artemis-Isis, Apollo and Eros, but also Aphrodite, Hera, 
Helios, Apis and the river Nile. Of some interest, in relation to 
the Nile god, is a salvation scene, which recalls some episodes of 


hagiographical literature. Habrocomes, condemned to death for 
committing a homicide, is crucified on the bank of the Nile. The 
youth implores the god Nile not to let him die and the river 
swells up and sweeps away the cross, dragging the youth to 
safety. Habrocomes is then condemned to the pyre: again the 
Nile with his waters douses the flames and saves the hero. A 
similar “miracle” of salvation is also present in the novel of 
Heliodorus (see below). 

Another trait characteristic of the novel is the considerable 
presence of Stoic elements. Phrases such as “They have power 
over my body, but I keep a free soul” (II 4, 4), recurring 
references to the Pronoia (Providence) that governs the world 
and oversees the troubles of the two heroes, the insistence on 
virtue as an inalienable interior good, the presence of many 
positive figures alongside the antagonists - all these are various 
factors that reveal in the novel a strongly founded moral intent 
on a Stoic pattern. 

This interesting and multiform marriage of religious and 
philosophical elements gives the impression that the Ephesian 
Story, rather than being a novel of Pronoia or a novel of mystery 
religion, includes in its fabric different suggestions and motifs, 
which are stratified more or less organically in the version that 
has survived. 


1.4 Leucippe and Clitophon by Achilles Tatius 
1.4.1 A hit novel 


According to the Suda lexicon, Achilles Tatius, originally from 
Alexandria and author of the novel Leucippe and Clitophon, at the 
end of his life converted to Christianity and became a bishop; he 
had written love stories, essays on the celestial sohere and on 
etymology and a history of illustrious people. The lexicon also 
records an interesting stylistic observation: “His style is 
everywhere the same as that of the love stories.” Aside from 
this, we lack precise references to the period or cultural setting 


in which Achilles Tatius lived and worked; some scholars 
consider his Greek name Tatios to be a transcription of the Latin 
Tatius, while others even see it as transcribed from the Egyptian 
Thoth. 

For this novelist too, therefore, the problem of the date was 
for years at the centre of scholarship, until the discovery of 
some papyri dating to the second century A.D. permitted us to 
establish at least a terminus ante quem. Further, some historical 
references contained in the work allow us to set the date of the 
novel securely in the second century A.D. 

It seems, then, that the report about the conversion to the 
Christian religion and the bishopric (similar to what happens in 
the case of another novel author, Heliodorus) were a late 
attempt to rehabilitate an author whose novel presents a 
strongly erotic component that was a hit in the Christian world. 
Indeed, Leucippe and Clitophon immediately enjoyed wide 
success that lasted into later centuries. The first quotation from 
the work occurs already in Eustathius of Antioch (fourth to fifth 
century) and an epigram in the Palatine Anthology (IX 203) also 
refers to the novel. In the Byzantine Period it was the object of 
imitation by two novelists: Eustathius (or Eumathius) 
Macrembolites, in his Hysmine and Hysminias, and Constantine 
Manasses in Aristander and Callithea. The work of Achilles Tatius 
also inspired Torquato Tasso, in the Aminta, and other modern 
authors. 


1.4.2 The plot 


The author of the novel, in Sidon in Phoenicia, meets the 
young Clitophon, who tells him his troubled love story. 
Clitophon, originally from Tyre, was intended by his father 
to be married to his half-sister. Following the war of the 
Thracians against Byzantium, a cousin of his, the beautiful 
Leucippe, moves to Tyre, to the house of Clitophon’s 
father. Clitophon, as soon as he sees the girl, is seized by 
an irresistible passion. Leucippe does not at once fall in 
love with Clitophon, but over time she notes and 


appreciates her cousin’s continuous attentions and his 
attempts at seduction. In order to possess Leucippe, the 
youth decides to abduct her and flee to Alexandria in 
Egypt. However, a violent storm causes their ship to be 
wrecked. 


The pair succeed in reaching the Egyptian coast, where 
Leucippe is captured by the ferocious Nile brigands, the 
Bucoli (in Greek BoukoAot literally “herdsmen”). 
Clitophon, freed by a garrison of Egyptian soldiers, 
succeeds in tracking down the young woman at the very 
moment when, during a sacrifice, the Bucoli seem to be 
ripping open her belly and dining on her entrails. In reality 
the girl has been saved by a shared friend of the couple, 
Menelaus, who succeeds in deceiving the Bucoli with a 
trick used by theatrical actors, namely to place over 
Leucippe’s body, before the sacrifice, a fake belly full of 
animal entrails. Having rediscovered Leucippe, Clitophon 
decides to set off for Alexandria again. Here the young 
woman is abducted by other brigands who cut off her 
head. 


Clitophon’s despair is eased over time by the impassioned 
suit of a wealthy young widow, Melite, who convinces him 
to marry her. The two depart for Ephesus, where she lives 
and where Clitophon has promised to spend the wedding 
night. In Melite’s house he finds Leucippe too (who had 
evidently escaped from the decapitation somehow), under 
the false identity of Lacaena, a shaven-headed slave who 
had been purchased from the pirates. The girl sends a 
letter to Clitophon in which she reveals her identity to him, 
reproaches him for his marriage to Melite and asks, in the 
name of the fidelity that she alone has maintained, to be 
freed and sent to Byzantium. Clitophon has in fact not yet 
consummated his marriage to Melite: only later will she 
succeed, by furious pleas and cries, in extracting an 
embrace from the young man. In the meantime Melite’s 
previous husband, the violent Thersander, reappears, 
intending to avenge himself on the adulterers. He too, 
however, falls in love with Leucippe. To shock Clitophon, he 
pretends that Leucippe is dead. The story, after more 


misfortunes and a trial in which Clitophon is condemned 
for the killing of Leucippe, ends with the re-establishment 
of the truth and the chance for Leucippe to demonstrate 
her virginity. Finally the two young people can be united in 
marriage and return to Tyre. 


1.4.3 A complex and artificial plot 


The series of misadventures that the two lovers must confront, 
the three apparent deaths of the heroine (two of which are 
genuine horror scenes), the sudden appearance of new 
characters, who enliven the action and delay the rhythm of the 
story with flashbacks of their experiences, all ensure that the 
plot of Leucippe and Clitophon does not have the linearity and 
immediacy of the novel of Chariton nor the narrative simplicity 
of Anthia and Habrocomes. The plot thus becomes almost a 
pretext for the insertion of long digressions and descriptions in 
which the author, with erudition and an encyclopaedic taste, 
flaunts his knowledge in various fields, from figurative art to 
botany, from zoology to geography. 

In the first part of the novel much space is given to 
digressions and debates on erotic topics, which, in an easygoing 
and worldly manner, echo the content of some Platonic 
dialogues, mixed with piquant references to the literature on the 
ars amandi. Drawing on commonplaces (for example from 
Hesiod) the characters dwell on the inferiority of heterosexual 
love and the negativity of relations with women, who are 
dangerous if they are beautiful and intolerable if they are ugly. 
In the case of this novel one can fairly talk of an “open form” 
that is able to receive and rework narrative and literary elements 
of various kinds. The intertextuality of the work is truly 
multiform: we have echoes of the genres of historiography, 
novella, epistolography and philosophy, again a taste for the 
spectacular on a comic and pantomimic pattern and a rhetorical 
interest in the elaborate descriptions (ekphraseis) that were 
enjoyed so much by the rhetors of the Second Sophistic. 


1.4.4 The first-person narrator 


A significant point is the use of first-person narration: it is 
Clitophon himself who retells his own amorous misfortunes to 
the author of the novel, after meeting him at Sidon in front of a 
painting that represents the rape of Europa. It is difficult to 
establish a connection between the subject of the painting and 
the content of the novel. The ekphrasis, which describes the 
painting in detail with a certain conceitedness, functions as the 
frame of the novel, a frame that does not close at the end of the 
final eighth book, as is done in the novel of Chariton in which 
the author speaks again at the conclusion. The use of the first- 
person narrator also helps, along with the insertion of anti- 
heroic characters and the reversal of dramatic episodes into 
amusing scenes, to ensure the comic and parodic tone of the 
novel, in which the characters appear to be puppets in the 
hands of Tyche. 

Of the two co-protagonists, it is above all Clitophon who 
lacks depth: the author's comic intentions fasten more gladly on 
him (in an amusing scene he is cross-dressed as a woman). 
Leucippe, in contrast, seems better characterised, being aware 
of her good qualities and proud of them, as does Melite, who is 
intelligent and impassioned. Moreover, unlike the other novels, 
the male protagonist does not remain chaste and faithful to his 
beloved, but is literally carried away by Melite’s erotic fury, after 
months of weary waiting. Due to these elements, some critics 
consider Leucippe and Clitophon to be in reality a parody of the 
novel of idealised love, supported by its artificial intellectualism 
and somewhat irreverent taste. 


1.5 Daphnis and Chloe by Longus 
1.5.1 A pastoral novel set on Lesbos 


With its notable structural and narrative differences, the novel 
by Longus entitled Daphnis and Chloe deserves a separate 


treatment. 

As is the case also for the other novel authors, the figure of 
Longus, too, is not certain in detail. The very name Adyyoc 
(Loggos, pronounced Longos), which appears in the title of some 
manuscripts, seems to be uncertain, since the main manuscript 
that has transmitted the text of the novel records the genitive 
Aoyou (logou) followed by the title of the work, perhaps 
meaning “[The four books] of the novel (Adyou) The Pastoral 
Stories of Daphnis and Chloe.” However, the prevailing view 
among scholars is that Longus is indeed the name of the author 
(sometimes with the byname Sophistes, which is a modern 
addition, dating from the early seventeenth century). 

The precision of the descriptions of Lesbos, the island on 
which the story is set, leads us to suppose that the author was a 
native of this Aegean island, or that he at least had some 
particular link to it. This hypothesis seems to be reinforced by 
the discovery on the island of inscriptions attesting the 
existence of a family there called Pompeii Longi. Other scholars 
maintain that Longus was a Roman (according to some, of slave 
status), perhaps originally from Lesbos, with a connection to a 
Dionysiac cult community. 

The date is also uncertain. Through its closeness to the 
aesthetic and stylistic principles of the Second Sophistic - for 
example the taste for ekphrasis, the refinement of his periodic 
prose, the simplicity of the locution, the use of figures - it has 
been thought that Longus should be placed in the late second 
or early third century A.D. This dating seems to be supported by 
the reference in the novel to a treasure of three thousand 
drachmas, a significant sum in the third century, but paltry in 
the fourth due to inflation. 


1.5.2 The plot 


The novel opens with a brief prooemium in which the 
author describes in detail an admired painting on Lesbos, 
representing a love story. “I sought one who would explain 
the picture and I composed four books, a votive gift to 


Love, the Nymphs and Pan.” Daphnis and Chloe, two 
foundlings, are brought up on Lesbos by herders of slave 
status. Their reciprocal and continuous visits, amid the 
charms of the rural world, lead the two young people to an 
irresistible physical attraction, but this does not find 
satisfaction due to their inexperience in the pleasures of 
love. They are given their first theoretical education in love 
by Philitas, a cowherd-poet: the god Eros, who had 
appeared to him in the garden of his house, has 
communicated to him that Daphnis and Chloe are under 
the gods’ protection and will find satisfaction through a 
kiss, embrace and marriage. Daphnis and Chloe know the 
first two remedies, but are ignorant of physical union. 


It is Lycaenium, a charming woman from the city, who will 
initiate Daphnis into love. Daphnis, however, abstains from 
making love to Chloe out of fear of the defloration. In the 
meantime many suitors seek the girl in marriage, but 
Daphnis, having discovered a small fortune of three 
thousand drachmas, succeeds in winning her hand. The 
young people's parents, however, wish to wait until 
autumn and the arrival in the countryside of the patron 
Dionysophanes. The latter, seeing the objects that were 
exposed along with Daphnis when he was abandoned, 
recognises the young man as his son. Chloe too turns out 
to be the daughter of a prominent citizen of Mytilene, 
Megacles. Finally the pair marry, but prefer the rural life to 
that of the city. 


1.5.3 An original formula 


The setting of the novel in the pastoral and agricultural reality of 
the island of Lesbos, the importance assigned to the rhythms of 
nature and the seasons, the recurrence of the principal motifs of 
Theocritean and Vergilian bucolic poetry (the song contests, 
dance, exchanges of gifts, participation of animals and nature in 
human emotions), not only determine the tone of the novel, 
which clearly presents a greater lightness and sunniness than 
novels such as that of Xenophon of Ephesus or Heliodorus, but 


also differentiate it clearly from them in its motifs and narrative 
structure. 

In Daphnis and Chloe the action never leaves the island of 
Lesbos. In brief, there are no voyages or troubled journeys 
through strange lands and seas. There are, in short episodes, 
pirates and antagonists who try to tear the two heroes away 
from the countryside of Lesbos, but the unity of place is never 
breached. Another element of difference lies in the absence of 
the commonplace of the lovers’ separation. Daphnis and Chloe 
are parted only for brief periods, for example during a 
particularly harsh winter, which forces the herders and 
countryfolk to stay in their own homes. Yet even on this 
occasion Daphnis, by using a pretext, manages to see his 
beloved again. Distinctive also is the mechanism of the couple's 
falling in love. We are not shown the conventional lightning bolt 
against the background of the local patron deity’s religious 
festival: in Longus’ novel the two young people, living together 
and sharing the everyday life of their pastoral work, end up 
falling in love with each other “naturally,” each finding their 
complement in the other. 

Another result of this is that the rhythm of the story is 
slowed, and is punctuated not by a chance succession of 
adventures and coups de thédtre, but by the natural and 
expected alternation of the seasons. In this sense in the case of 
Daphnis and Chloe scholars have spoken not of a voyage through 
places, but of a voyage through time, meaning that the maturity 
of the two young people, reached under the protection and with 
the complicity of Eros, Pan and the Nymphs, develops with the 
passing of the seasons, and it is as we reach a new season that a 
moment of growth occurs for the couple. 

Typical of the novel genre, and shaped by a more intense 
narrative rhythm, is the final double recognition scene. This is a 
procedure clearly borrowed from New Comedy and here fulfils 
the function of promoting and crowning the happy 
accomplishment of the two young people’s destiny. 


1.5.4 The importance of Eros 


In a story without historical details, set outside historical time 
but inserted into the cycle of nature, the true motor of the 
action is love, understood as a primeval force. A significant 
moment is the story of the cowherd-poet Philitas (behind whom 
the figure of the Alexandrian poet Philitas of Cos seems to be 
concealed) about the epiphany of Eros, a god who is “young, 
beautiful and winged” (II 7). According to the Orphic- 
Pythagorean conception (present also in Plato’s Symposium and 
Lucian's Dialogues of the Gods), Eros, despite his youthful 
appearance, is the most ancient god in the cosmos. Some 
scholars have hence understood Daphnis and Chloe not as a 
novel of simple escapism, but as a religious story intended to 
reveal to the adept the mystery of Love, the ruling force of 
natural, human and cosmic life. Alongside this interpretation is 
set the theory of those who see the novel, through its setting on 
Lesbos, an important centre of Dionysiac religion, as an 
allegorical novel dedicated to Dionysus. There are in fact many 
mentions of Dionysus and Dionysiac festivals, above all in the 
second part of the novel, when the resolution of the story is 
about to take place thanks to the important role played by 
Dionysophanes, true father of Daphnis. 


1.5.5 Reception 


More than any other ancient novel, Daphnis and Chloe has won 
the admiration of ancient and modern readers, becoming a true 
bestseller in the humanist and Renaissance Eras. The Byzantines 
had already recognised the novel as a more than ordinary 
success, as is attested by the fact that Michael Psellus 
recommended that youths should begin their reading with 
topics more serious than the pastoral adventures of Daphnis 
and Chloe. In the Modern Era the first imitations of the work 
include the Arcadia of Jacopo Sannazaro and, in Spain, the 
Arcadia of Lope de Vega. 

Translations, reworkings and revisitings of the novel run 
through the whole of western culture, from the Italian 


translation of Annibale Caro (1537) to the ballet Daphnis et Chloé 
to the music of Ravel in the early twentieth century. 


1.6 The Aethiopica of Heliodorus of Emesa 
1.6.1 A different climate 


At the end of the Aethiopica (“Ethiopian Story”) we read: “And so 
ends the novel of the Aethiopica about Theagenes and 
Charicleia. It was composed by a Phoenician of Emesa, of the 
race of the Sun, Heliodorus, son of Theodosius” (X 41, 4). We 
have to wait until the fifth century to get more information 
about Heliodorus, which is transmitted by Socrates, the Church 
historian: “In Thessaly this custom [the celibacy of priests] was 
introduced by Heliodorus, who was bishop of Tricca. Attributed 
to the same Heliodorus is a love novel, which he wrote in his 
youth and which is entitled Aethiopica” (Ecclesiastical History V 
22). Socrates’ notice is not considered to be reliable, since it 
seems, as in the case of Achilles Tatius, to conceal a wish to 
bring into a Christian perspective a pagan author who was so 
fashionable in the ancient and Byzantine world. Yet it is true that 
in the novel of Heliodorus, much more than in the work of the 
other erotic writers, the ideal of purity and chastity, both for 
men and for women, is given an exceptional moral importance, 
whereas characters with freer habits are given negative 
connotations and suffer a sad fate. In other words, in the novel 
we may note a moralism and a distrust towards the more 
material and corporeal aspects of life, which presupposes a 
cultural and religious climate that was in all likelihood later than 
the second century. 

Scholars consider the novel to be not earlier than the third 
century for reasons internal to the work and also due to the way 
that Heliodorus defines himself, calling hismself a Phoenician, 
since we know that Emesa formed part of the Roman province 
of Syria Phoenicia from A.D. 220. 


1.6.2 The plot 


Persinna, queen of Ethiopia, gives birth to a daughter with 
exceptionally pale skin. She therefore decides to conceal 
the birth of the child from her husband and entrusts the 
infant to a gymnosophist (for this term, cf. The Hellenistic 
Age V 2.2), Sisimithres, who sends her to Charicles, priest of 
Apollo. The little Charicleia grows, as a religious server of 
Artemis, at Delphi, where she meets, during a sacred 
festival, the very beautiful Thessalian Theagenes. The two 
are struck by a coup de foudre: with the help of Calasiris, an 
Egyptian priest, Theagenes and Charicleia escape from 
Delphi to get married. The voyage is extremely troubled: 
after a shipwreck the pair, along with Calasiris, land in 
Egypt, where they are taken prisoner by the Bucolii (cf. 
above on the plot of the novel of Achilles Tatius). 
Theagenes and Charicleia are separated and after various 
adventures they find themselves at Memphis, where 
Arsaces, wife of the Persian satrap who governs Egypt, falls 
in love with Theagenes and tries to eliminate Charicleia by 
condemning her to the pyre. However, a stone with magic 
powers, set in Charicleia’s ring, keeps the flames away and 
saves the young woman. The pair manage to depart from 
Memphis, but end up in the hands of the Ethiopians, who 
are at war with the Persians. And so they reach Meroe, 
capital of the Ethiopian kingdom. Here Theagenes is 
destined to die in a public sacrifice. At the last moment, 
Charicleia manages to get herself recognised by her 
mother Persinna and then by her father Hydaspes and so 
saves her beloved. Sisimithres decides to ban all human 
sacrifice and the two young people, who now become 
priests of Selene and Helios, are allowed to marry. 


1.6.3 A flashback construction 


The novel does not present a development in chronological 
sequence, but instead begins in medias res with the description 
of the bank of the Nile where Theagenes and Charicleia, after 
the wreck of their ship, are found injured and exhausted. From 


this point the story of the two young people's travels begins, 
without the reader yet knowing their identity or their past. The 
background is presented later in a very long flashback, from the 
second to the fifth book, in a story told by Calasiris to Cnemon, a 
companion of the protagonists in their misfortunes. With great 
skill in organising the different events, characters and settings, 
the story is told not only by the omniscient external narrator 
(the author), but also by narrators internal to the fabula who 
create variations in style and language. These internal narrators 
give the diegetic structures of the novel a distinctive complexity, 
which some scholars have found artificial. 

Heliodorus alludes, with a degree of conceitedness, to the 
structure of the Odyssey and Odysseus’ retrospective story at the 
court of the Phaeacians. The principal reference model of the 
Aethiopica is thus Homer, not only at the level of macrostructure, 
but also in continuous quotations and references to motifs and 
characters of both the Iliad and the Odyssey. A work as elaborate 
and refined as this, however, has multiple literary models. 
Heliodorus enjoys quoting and alluding to many authors 
including Hesiod, the tragedians, Aristophanes, Xenophon and 
Plato. One of the most frequently cited authors is Euripides, 
whose Hippolytus, for example, provides the cue for the 
“novella” of Cnemon, another lengthy flashback in the novel. In 
the first book, Cnemon tells Theagenes and Charicleia of the 
attempts at seduction made by his stepmother, the passionate 
Demaeneta. The latter, rejected contemptuously by the youth, 
takes revenge on him by falsely accusing him of an attempted 
assault. Cnemon is condemned, but in the end the truth is 
established and Demaeneta dies a suicide. 


1.6.4 The triumph of virginity 


Scholars see Charicleia, above all, with her earnest struggle to 
preserve her virtue, as the heroine of the Aethiopica and 
consider her to be the key character in the work, being 
characterised by a spirit of greater initiative than Theagenes. 


Charicleia in fact has a moral role, in which the capacity for self- 
control (above all in relation to sexual pleasure), interior balance 
and temperance become the reference values for Theagenes 
and the other characters. 

The religious elements are of primary importance. It is 
significant that Charicleia has spent her life among priests (the 
gymnosophist Sisimithres, the priest of Apollo Charicles, the 
Egyptian priest Calasiris, until she herself becomes, at the end of 
the story, priestess of Selene) rather than with her lover. It is 
interesting that in this case virginity is a value to be guarded, to 
be protected from the snares encountered on her troubled 
adventures. The exaltation of this value, not only in women but 
also in men, is not a part of classical culture, but seems to be the 
result of a cultural climate and religious setting influenced by 
Christianity, for which virginity is a virtue and sexual pleasure 
outside the bonds of marriage came to be forbidden. 


1.7 Fragmentary and lost novels 
1.7.1 Riches to be discovered 


Thanks to the continual discovery of new papyrus fragments, we 
have a less static and more varied vision of ancient novelistic 
fiction and countless prejudices on the topic have been 
overcome. The extraordinary success of the novel among 
ancient readers is not, in fact, always synonymous with a low- 
quality narrative product, as people had sometimes tended to 
believe. The already great richness of forms, motifs and styles in 
this genre, which includes novels of adventure, fantasy, history, 
parody and religious mystery, has been further increased by 
new discoveries. These can sometimes be hard to fit into too 
rigid attempts at schematisation and catalogisation, and have 
brought new knowledge and opened up varied outlooks. The 
fragments of novels that have been found are much more 
numerous than one might have supposed. Here we will discuss 
only the longer and more important ones, beginning from the 


discovery that revolutionised our knowledge on this topic, the 
publication in 1893 of the so-called Ninus Novel. 


1.7.2 The Ninus Novel 


Today we possess four fragments, two more than the two first 
published at the end of the nineteenth century. Behind the 
protagonist lies a historical figure, an ancient king of Assyria. 


In the first fragment Ninus, a seventeen-year-old Assyrian 
king, has returned victorious from a military campaign. He 
addresses Derceia, his aunt and the mother of Semiramis, 
and boasting of his valour in war and his chastity he asks 
her for her daughter's hand in marriage. From the 
fragment we learn that Semiramis is in love with the young 
man too and Derceia is not against the marriage. In the 
second fragment we have a military scene: Ninus, together 
with Greek, Carian and Assyrian troops and 150 elephants, 
sets out on a march against the Armenians. Reaching 
enemy territory, he stops for ten days to allow the 
elephants to rest. The initial part of Ninus’ speech 
exhorting the troops before battle also appears in the 
fragment. The third fragment, added to the previous two 
in 1945, presents a shipwreck and Ninus’ despair. The 
fourth and last papyrus is too small to allow us to identify 
the scene. 


Thus in the surviving fragments the typical elements of the 
novel genre appear, namely love and the reversal of fortune 
(here represented by the military events), to which is added an 
elegant style (in the speech of Ninus hiatus is avoided and 
rhythmic clausulae and rhetorical figures are used). Despite the 
historicity of the characters, their story, as it emerges from the 
fragments, is conceived in an original way, compared to the 
versions of Ninus’ story that we find in Ctesias, Athenaeus and 
Plutarch (Plutarch, in The Dialogue on Love, or Eroticus, turns 
Semiramis into the concubine of a slave). 


The date of the novel is placed in the second or first century 
B.C. (around 100 B.C.), making it the earliest one of which we 
have direct knowledge. Its importance is hence exceptional, in 
that it has made it possible to go beyond mere hypothetical 
constructions and prove wrong those who set the birth of the 
genre of the novel in the high Imperial Period in parallel to the 
heyday of the Second Sophistic. 


1.7.3 Metiochus and Parthenope 


This novel has been restored to us by quite lengthy papyrus 
fragments, but they are of course lacunose. The motif that 
inspires it is close to that of Anthia and Habrocomes of Xenophon 
of Ephesus, in its adoption of the motive of contempt for love, 
moulded on the model of Euripides’ Hippolytus. Metiochus 
shows his pride and jeers at the god Eros, who punishes him by 
causing him to be carried off by passionate love for Parthenope. 
Historical figures appear in the story, such as Polycrates, tyrant 
of Samos and father of Parthenope; Anaximenes, the 
philosopher of Miletus; Hegesipyle, mother of Miltiades and 
stepmother of Metiochus - the story is thus set in the sixth 
century B.C. 

The work's date is debated. It is generally held that the novel 
precedes the heyday of Atticism and was written in the early first 
century B.C., and thus contemporary to the Ninus Novel. A theory 
that would see Chariton as the author of the work has not met 
with success. According to some, this is not a novel at all, but a 
dialogue on an erotic theme. 


1.7.4 The Novel of Chione 


There are three fragments in which the character of Chione 
appears. According to some she is a princess, according to 
others a heroine of citizen origin. Due to her beauty, the girl is 
beset by arrogant suitors, who are obliged to await Chione’s 
decision for thirty days. In the fragments the name Megamedes 


also appears, who is sometimes interpreted as one of the 
suitors, sometimes as the man whom Chione loves. It is likely 
that the novel, in which we can see a thematic allusion to the 
motif of the Proci in the Odyssey, proceeds with the misfortunes 
of the two lovers, pursued by the suitors. The three fragments 
have recently been supplemented also by a scrap of papyrus in 
which Chione appears in conversation with a woman. 

The scholarship has not ruled out, for reasons of language, 
style and situation, that the author of the Novel of Chione could 
be Chariton of Aphrodisias; among other grounds, we know that 
the fragments of the novel appeared in a codex, now lost, that 
also contained Chaereas and Callirhoe. 


1.7.5 Antonius Diogenes and The Incredible Things Beyond Thule 


We owe to Photius knowledge of the summary of this novel in 24 
books, composed at an unspecified time by an author called 
Antonius Diogenes for his sister Isidora, a “lover of culture,” and 
which is now lost. In the Library (166, 111b, 32 ff.) the Byzantine 
patriarch writes: “It seems that Antonius Diogenes was the 
earliest author of stories like these, such as Lucian, Lucius, 
Iamblichus, Achilles Tatius, Heliodorus, Damascius. In fact the 
source and root of A True Story of Lucian and the Metamorphoses 
of Lucius seems to have been in this work (...) As regards the 
period in which the father of these stories flourished (...) we can 
only conjecture that he lived not distant from the time of 
Alexander the Great.” Scholars today do not accept Photius’ 
date. The hypothesis that holds most sway places the novel in 
the first century A.D., but no later than the second century. 

Aside from Photius’ summary, we also have papyri that 
transmit some very brief portions of the novel, and a testimony 
by Porphyry in the Life of Pythagoras, from which we learn that 
Antonius Diogenes had also recounted the life of Pythagoras in 
his own manner. 


The narrating voice of the novel is that of Deinias, a man 


who “in search of new experiences” undertakes voyages 
throughout the world as far as Thule (which should be 
placed in an idealised Scandinavia), where he meets and 
falls in love with Dercyllis, a girl who has fled from her 
native city, Tyre, since she was pursued by a dishonest and 
perverse Egyptian priest by the name of Paapis. In Photius’ 
summary the journeys had pushed into lands inhabited by 
unknown and incredible peoples (for example in one city 
of Iberia the people can see at night but are blind by day), 
whereas there is hardly any trace of the erotic element, 
which must nonetheless have played an important role, 
above all in the character of Paapis. Photius privileges the 
fantastical scenes, which are often connected to magic, 
and the extraordinary episodes, above all the voyage to 
the Moon accomplished by two characters who decide to 
push north of Thule, beyond the Pole. 


The unreal tone and the implausible character of the adventures 
make this text one of the few fantasy novels of the ancient 
world. On the other hand, given the presence of many 
references to Pythagoreanism and the mysteries in the novel, 
there are also those who have detected a religious intention, 
based on the motifs of guilt, expiation and redemption. 


1.7.6 Iamblichus 


The love novel of Iamblichus, The Babylonian History in 39 books, 
is likewise known through the summary of Photius (Library 94, 
73b 24 ff.). The Byzantine patriarch regarded the author as a 
writer intermediate between Achilles Tatius, who was judged 
“trivial and indecent,” and Heliodorus, who was “more austere 
and restrained.” According to Photius, Iamblichus was a refined 
writer, of Babylonian origin but of Greek culture, who lived in 
the time of Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 161-180) and was an expert in 
magic. The magical component must have taken on a significant 
importance in the original text; in Photius’ summary it lives on in 
Chaldaean oracles, incredible apparitions and macabre scenes. 


The protagonists are Sinonis and Rhodanes. Their 
misfortunes are set in motion by the king of Babylonia, 
Garmos, who wants to force the beautiful Sinonis to marry 
him. Rejected, he condemns Rhodanes to be crucified, but 
he manages to escape with the help of his beloved. The 
couple’s adventures and wanderings, which follow at an 
insistent pace and bring onto the scene a large cast of 
characters, including Garmos’ two wicked eunuchs, are set 
predominantly in Mesopotamia. Garmos’ persecution ends 
with his death and Rhodanes’ ascent to the throne. 


Brief fragments of the novel are found in the Suda lexicon and 
some extracts are found in manuscripts of the fifteenth century. 


1.7.7 Lollianus 


Lengthy but lacunose papyri have restored to us parts of the 
Phoenicica of Lollianus, an author whose identity is debated, but 
who lived probably in the second century A.D. and who is 
connected to the Second Sophistic. It is difficult to reconstruct 
the plot of the novel. In the fragments there first appears a 
character who recounts losing his virginity with a girl called 
Persis. Then he takes part in a scene that is unique in the 
ancient novel: some brigands, after an orgy, kill a Ttatc (either a 
slave or a child) during a sacrifice and eat its heart. The strong 
realism of the narration, the protagonists’ not entirely moral 
and chaste behaviour and the content of the novel seem far 
away from the idealising erotic novels of the authors of this 
genre whose works have been fully preserved. 


1.7.8 Other novels 


Iambulus. The work of Iambulus, a Syrian author of the second 
century B.C., is attested by Diodorus Siculus, who transmits a 
summary of it (II 55-60). However, it is not clear whether it is a 
novel in the full sense or rather a chronicle of (fantastic) 


voyages. The erotic theme is absent, while the description of 
Iambulus’ voyage to an island in the South (perhaps to be 
understood as Ceylon) takes on absolute importance. 


Iambulus, on the death of his father, a merchant, decides 
to follow in his footsteps. On arriving in Ethiopia, he is 
captured by bandits who force him, for ritual reasons, into 
a new voyage by sea. With his companions he disembarks 
on an archipelago of seven islands, with a mild climate 
where the fruits grow spontaneously and the people live 
long and happily, in a sort of communism of goods. The 
institution of the family does not exist and this, according 
to Iambulus, prevents the unleashing of rivalries and wars. 
After staying there for seven years, Iambulus is driven out 
on account of his immorality and returns to Greece. 


The Novel of Sesonchosis. Some papyri from Oxyrhynchus have 
restored fragments of the Novel of Sesonchosis, which seems 
close to Ninus in its historical theme and its period of 
composition, perhaps the first century B.C. The protagonist is an 
Egyptian pharaoh of the Twelfth Dynasty, Sesonchosis, who is 
mentioned under different names by various Greek historians. 
He loses power and falls in love with the daughter of the new 
king of Egypt. However, the stylistic level of the novel is less 
refined than that of Ninus. 

The Novel of Calligone. The protagonist of the Novel of 
Calligone, of which we have a short papyrus of the second 
century A.D., is a warrior heroine, a character not otherwise 
attested in the Greek novel but present in eastern legends. The 
scene takes place in a military encampment and shows 
Calligone seized by rage and despair. She wants to kill herself, 
but is stopped by a certain Eubiotus, who is perhaps her tutor. 
Calligone declares that she is Greek and, in spirit, as brave as an 
Amazon. 

Herpyllis. A fairly lengthy papyrus of the early second century 
A.D. describes the conventional situation of a pair of lovers 
separated by shipwreck during a storm. The protagonists are 


the young Herpyllis and a boy who is the first-person narrator of 
the story. 

The Diary of the Trojan War (Ephemeris belli Troiani). The 
matter of the Trojan Cycle is picked up in a Latin novel of the 
fourth century A.D., the Diary of the Trojan War, in which a 
certain Lucius Septimius states that he is translating into Latin 
the war diary of a Greek, Dictys Cretensis, who had participated 
in the conquest of Troy. Some papyrus discoveries confirm the 
existence of a Greek original of the novel, perhaps in the first 
century A.D. (cf. above 1.1.3). 

The History of the Fall of Troy (De excidio Troiae historia). From 
the fifth or perhaps sixth century comes the History of the Fall of 
Troy, it too probably a Latin translation of a Greek novel which, 
from what we read in the Latin version, was composed by Dares 
of Phrygia, a Trojan priest mentioned in the Iliad. In this work 
the fall of Troy is described from the point of view of the 
vanquished (cf. above. 1.1.3). 

Both these Latin novels enjoyed great success in the Middle 
Ages, a period in which the Latin West was not able to access the 
Homeric texts. 

The History of Apollonius King of Tyre (Historia Apollonii regis 
Tyrii). The History of Apollonius King of Tyre too is likely to be the 
Latin version, of the sixth century A.D., of an older novel that 
was probably in Greek (though not all scholars are agreed about 
its Greek origin). It narrates the tormented story of Apollonius, 
king of Tyre, who marries the daughter of the king of Cyrene. 
After the wedding, the two set off on their travels but the 
woman dies in childbirth. Yet she is only apparently dead and 
after long adventures and misfortunes Apollonius, in a double 
recognition scene, rediscovers his wife and child, who has in the 
meantime become the priestess of Artemis. 


2 The novella, the fable, epistolary literature 


2.1 The novella 


As with the novel, for the novella too the Greeks had noa 
specific term. They call it by various names, without 
differentiation: Adyoc, amtoAoyos, aivoc, UO8oc, Sufynua or 
Sunynots and mAdoua without distinguishing between novella, 
fable, tale or anecdote. The novella was therefore, for a long 
time, a “non-genre” or, better, a genre that was not seen to 
have autonomy or specificity. 

Yet it is likely that the novella arose before the novel, as is 
attested by the novella-like inserts present already in authors of 
the fifth century B.C. In The Histories of Herodotus, for example, 
the whole oriental tale of Candaules, king of Sardis, and his 
bodyguard Gyges (I 7-14) has a clear novella-like flavour. The 
distinctive character consists in the realistic setting of the story, 
which takes place against a background that is popular and 
often comic. These are characteristics that, joined together, 
distinguish it from the fable and the novel of love. 

An autonomous genre of the novella can be documented 
with relative certainty only from the second century B.C., the era 
in which Aristides of Miletus, drawing on oriental repertoires, 
wrote the Milesian Tales (Milesiaca). This collection of comicerotic 
novellas set in Miletus was particularly enjoyed by the Romans. 
Cornelius Sisenna, probably the historian (120 ca.-67 B.C.), 
translated them into Latin and reworked them in a lively style. 
They passed into mime and the novel, for example into 
Petronius and Apuleius: famous, in Petronius’ Satyricon, is the 
novella of the matron of Ephesus (111-112). The fame of the 
Milesian Tales, a name that very soon came to be assigned to 
every kind of erotic story, is attested by a notice in Plutarch (Life 
of Crassus 32), according to whom a volume of Aristides’ Milesian 
Tales was discovered in the pack of a Roman soldier in Crassus’ 
army. 


2.2 The fable 


The tradition of fable was already established in archaic and 
classical Greece thanks to Aesop (cf. The Archaic Age VI 2), but 
rose to new importance in the Imperial Period. The fable, 


including anthropomorphised animals and with a mainly moral 
purpose, takes on a standard form inspired by the recurring 
structure of the traditional texts: the story is preceded bya 
promythion, or preface, and followed by an epimythion, or moral, 
in which the ethical significance of the story is explained. 

In the Imperial Period the fable was employed for 
explanatory and didactic purposes both in school settings and in 
rhetoric. An interesting collection is that of 40 prose fables 
transmitted in the progymnasmata of the rhetor Aphthonius. 
Some seem to refer to the Aesopic Mythiambs of Babrius, a 
collection of 143 fables with humans, animals and gods as 
protagonists, arranged alphabetically and composed in 
choliambics (the ancient metre of Hipponax). Of Babrius we 
know almost nothing; the language of his fables, which 
combines Ionic dialect with the koiné, seems to present 
influences from the language of the Septuagint, which opens the 
possibility that Babrius lived in the East in a period from the first 
to the third century A.D. The discovery of the Mythiambs is 
relatively recent, having occurred in 1843 in a manuscript ina 
monastery on Mount Athos. 


2.3 Letter collections of the Imperial Period 


A genre that won particular success with readers in the first 
centuries A.D. was epistolography, which is characterised by two 
elements: the fictitious and strongly literary character of the 
letters produced and the predominantly erotic themes 
contained in them. The letter collection containing exchanges of 
imaginary letters between historical or legendary figures or 
taken from daily life came to constitute an effective tool for 
practising composition and was used in the rhetorical schools. 
Reference is made, in a rather conceited way, to classical and 
Hellenistic literature and in general to those worldly literary 
motifs which, coupled with a precious but light style of writing, 
responded to the entertainment needs of a broad middle-brow 
audience, perhaps the same audience as for the various forms 
of the novel and novella. 


We may mention here also apocryphal epistolography. 
Collections of letters, authentic or spurious, that were attributed 
to famous figures of the past had already been circulating in 
large numbers in the previous periods. Classic examples are the 
collections of letters of Socrates and the Socratics, or the group 
of thirteen letters, some authentic and some spurious, 
attributed to Plato. Famous also is the case of the Letters of 
Phalaris (tyrant of Acragas in the sixth century B.C.), whose 
spuriousness was demonstrated by the great English philologist 
Richard Bentley (1662-1742). In the Imperial Period fictitious 
letters continued to be produced in the context of rhetorical 
exercises, as we have mentioned. 

Alciphron. The author of the best known letter collection of 
the Imperial Period is Alciphron, who lived perhaps in the 
second century A.D. and was imitated by Aristaenetus in the fifth 
century. We will discuss these collections here, whereas for the 
letter collections of Aelian and of Flavius Philostratus we refer to 
the treatments of those authors above (cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period VIII 1.2.7-8). Of Alciphron we know very little. Two 
eminent Byzantine scholars, Eustathius of Thessalonica and 
Johannes Tzetzes, called him an Atticist and rhetor, reports that 
are too meagre to permit us to reconstruct a biography. He 
used the Attic language of the fifth century B.C., in a nostalgic 
reprise of the models of the past that clearly matches Atticist 
taste. His date is uncertain, nor has it been possible to establish 
which of Alciphron and Lucian inspired the other; Aristaenetus, 
who created a fictional letter exchange between the two of them 
(I, 5, 22), seems to regard them as contemporaries. 


The chosen setting of Alciphron’s 123 fictitious letters, 
namely the Athens of the fourth century B.C., is in itself 
indicative of the taste of the public of the Imperial Period, 
which wanted to see itself reflected in a past that was 
remote but was felt to be close to them. The Letters of 
Fishermen, Farmers, Parasites and Courtesans, in four books, 
are able to present in all its liveliness the everyday reality 
of a past world, of which the echo still resounds, formed by 


“daily news,” pieces of gossip, grand love stories, laments 
and complaints. The first two books present the world of 
labour at sea and on land in such a way as might please 
and interest wealthy citizens of the imperial cities, with a 
strong literary mediation and with a slightly disengaged 
air. The most savory letters of parasites and courtesans 
refer to New Comedy, as is revealed explicitly by the letters 
between Glycera and Menander. Among the other 
historical figures we find Phryne, the sculptor Praxiteles 
and Demetrius Poliorcetes. 


Aristaenetus. Dating to the fifth century, Aristaenetus composed 
50 Erotic Letters, in two books, in the manner of Alciphron. 
However, they lack the conventional letter schema with greeting 
formulas and reference to the addressee. The “letters” are thus 
presented rather as passages in prose with erotic content. More 
than in the case of Alciphron, by making erés the true motor of 
human existence Aristaenetus makes it the central protagonist 
of his writings, with debts, of varying degrees of explicitness, to 
Plato, Hellenistic poetry (above all to elegiac verse), the 
repertoire of New Comedy and, perhaps, the novel. Among 
other things, the letter collection of Aristaenetus is a precious 
source illuminating the different conceptions of love in the 
ancient world. 


X Grammar, Scholarship, Compilation 


1 The study of grammar 


1.1 The culmination of a tradition 


Apollonius Dyscolus and his son Aelius Herodianus, who lived in 
the second century A.D., are the two most important Greek 
grammarians of the Imperial Period. Through their work, Greek 


grammatical teaching received a weighty systematisation, along 
the lines of the specialised studies initiated in the Hellenistic Age 
by the great philologists and scholars Aristophanes of 
Byzantium and Aristarchus of Samothrace, consolidated by 
Dionysius Thrax and pursued by figures such as Tyrannio and 
Philoxenus (first century B.C.), Tryphon (Augustan Period), 
Alexion and Ptolemaeus of Ascalon (first century A.D.). The 
Imperial Period thus saw the culmination of an impulse towards 
systematic study of grammatical forms, with its deepest roots in 
the criterion of analogy, which had been formulated already in 
the early Hellenistic Age by the philologists of Alexandria and 
then gradually evolved. 

Compared to their prestigious predecessors, the 
grammarians of this period were less sharply innovative 
scholars, but were still endowed with enormous technical 
competence in linguistics and they were also capable of original 
ideas. What distinguished them from the Alexandrian 
philologists was above all the changed social role of the 
grammarian, who was no longer just a specialist scholar of 
language and literary texts, but was now, rather more than 
previously, tasked with school teaching activities as the teacher 
of a discipline that was universally considered to be the first step 
in a liberal education. Grammar was to provide the first stage of 
training, as a preliminary study to rhetoric, which had become a 
pillar of imperial culture (one may think, for example, of the 
importance of distinguishing the Attic forms, when the taste for 
Atticism was dominant: this was a skill that could be gained only 
in asound grammatical training). In the organisation of 
teaching in the Middle Ages, based on the seven liberal arts, 
grammar was in fact the first discipline of the “trivium,” which 
consisted of grammar, rhetoric and dialectic. 


1.2 Apollonius Dyscolus 


Apollonius Dyscolus was born in Alexandria, where he spent the 
greater part of his life, aside from a brief stay at Rome. Already 
in the ancient world questions were raised about the reasons for 


his byname Dyscolus (from the Greek SUoxKoAos: “difficult, 
displeasing”), whether it was due to his character, to his habit of 
posing difficult questions or to the obscurity of his manner of 
expression. 

He wrote various works touching on all the fields of Greek 
grammar and dialectology, with the intention of providing a 
systematic theoretical picture of the discipline. For many of 
these works, only fragments survive, but four are preserved. We 
have three works on parts of speech: On Pronouns (Nepi 
davtwvuutas), On Adverbs (Nepi emttppnydtwv), On Conjunctions 
(Nepi ouvSeopuwv). His treatise On Syntax (Nepi ouvtagews), in 
four books, is the only surviving ancient Greek work on this 
theme, i.e. on the combination and function of the different 
parts of speech within the phrase, a topic that is not without 
philosophical aspects, connected to the analysis of language. 

The importance of Apollonius’ work on syntax should be 
emphasised, since before and after him grammatical study was 
for the most part devoted to the treatment of phonetics, 
morphology and the parts of speech, whereas syntax was 
addressed only sporadically. For this reason, Apollonius’ work 
subsequently exerted a major influence, also through the works 
of the Latin grammarian Priscian (fifth to sixth century A.D.), and 
so reached the Byzantines and through them the Italian 
humanists. 

Recent studies have cast light on how the foundation of 
Apollonius’ thought is the existence of rational correctness in 
language, based on rules that can be discovered and described 
and in relation to which it is possible to analyse deviations and 
discrepancies. Differentiating himself from the prevalent largely 
empirical approach, which previously had been focused on the 
observation of the phenomena of speech used by authors (and 
of the spoken language), Apollonius maintained that language 
functions on the basis of a rational system of objective and 
natural rules, the precise determination and application of 
which indicates the correctness of the meaning of the phrase. 
While in his study of language the tradition of literary works 
plays an important role, he nonetheless cites the usage of 


authors (in particular Homer, from whom he takes the majority 
of his examples, but without an interest in textual or exegetical 
problems emerging) as a support and confirmation of the 
grammatical rules, and not as the source from which they are to 
be deduced. Previously, this kind of problem (the rational rules 
of language, the correctness of the meaning of word and 
phrase) had been the object of analysis essentially just in the 
sphere of rhetoric and logic. It seems that Apollonius was the 
first to make a systematic study of syntax (i.e. of the intrinsic 
relation between the elements of a phrase in relation to its 
meaning) as a problem of linguistic and grammatical character, 
and this reveals the basis of his philosophical approach in 
relation to the problems of language. While a semantic 
approach like this may suggest Stoic influence, it must 
nonetheless be emphasised that the Stoics on the one hand 
analysed the relations between the elements of the phrase in 
the sphere of logic and, on the other, their semantic studies 
were essentially devoted to the lexicon. For this reason too the 
Originality of Apollonius’ developments emerges, which are thus 
tied to a figure who is in many ways exceptional. 


1.3 Aelius Herodianus 


The son of Apollonius Dyscolus, Aelius Herodianus, who was 
active in Rome in the period of Marcus Aurelius (161-180), was a 
worthy successor to him, although he was less rigid than his 
father in observing and applying the rules of analogy. For his 
studies of language, Herodianus based his work heavily on the 
tradition of grammatical studies going back to Aristarchus and 
his school (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.4). 

The preserved materials lead us to recall him above all for 
his great work done on the general doctrine of accents. Yet we 
should emphasise that his major work - the General Prosody 
(Ka80ALKN TIPOGWSia) in 20 books, in which he says he had 
examined around 60,000 words, as well as problems of 
accentuation (including those concerning the combination of 
words within the phrase, as in the case of enclitics), to which he 


devoted Books 1-19 - also treated aspiration (the breathings), 
quantities and various morphological problems, such as the 
division into syllables. This should come as no surprise if we 
bear in mind that the term prosddia in Greek could indicate 
everything that determined the sound and pronunciation of a 
word, and hence accents, quantities, aspiration of vowels, but 
also separation (UTtoStaotoAN) or union (U@ev) of words. The 
treatment consisted of a systematic exposition, formulating a 
collection of rigorous rules that indicated the proper 
accentuation of the different categories of word, identified on 
the basis of characteristics such as the termination, the number 
of syllables, the gender and so on (the list is found in the work 
On the Nominal Declination, Nepi kAioews Ovoyatwv). He held 
that the rules ought to be made either on the basis of the 
language commonly accepted or on the basis of the criterion 
and norm of analogy, which “with its art holds together, as in a 
net, the varied voice of the language of men.” As far as we 
know, Herodianus had at least one predecessor in this field, 
Heraclides of Miletus (first to second century A.D.), whose 
General Prosody (Ka8oALKr TpOGWSia) today survives in around 
60 fragments, but the comprehensive system of Herodian’s 
project should clearly distinguish him from any other work of 
the kind. Two works of this type on the language of the Iliad and 
the Odyssey and one on Attic fed into his magnum opus, it 
seems. From the Homeric part, copious excerpts are preserved 
in the Homeric scholia, while extracts and epitomes have 
survived of the remainder, which are found in various 
manuscripts. 

Characteristic of his linguistic thought is the basic idea of 
relating every specific case to the appropriate general rule and 
of hence making it governed by this rule. A theorisation of the 
functioning of this mechanism is found in the Nepi povrnpouc 
AgEews, On Lexical Singularities (in the sense that they form a rule 
of their own). In this treatise Herodianus says that the mass of 
words in a language are subdivided into groups on the basis of 
some similarity that is shared by the members of the groups 
(though the similarities are listed there with some discrepancies 


from those cited in the treatise On the Nominal Declination). In 
the case in which something does not fit, one should not 
suppose a malfunctioning of the system of rules: it is simply 
necessary to put the words in the ‘right’ group. In the case of 
words that elude every attempt at systematisation, and which 
hence cannot be collected in any group, it is said that they form 
a group by themselves, i.e. they themselves constitute a rule. 
These are the “singular (i.e. anomalous) words” of the title. It 
should be noted that these are not terms treated as 
“exceptions” to a rule, but terms that are subject to a rule 
followed by no others. 

Herodianus also wrote on very varied grammatical topics, 
such as spelling, verbal and nominal inflection, the parts of 
speech and other topics: we know of around 30 titles of his 
works. We have a large number of fragments derived from 
various sources of indirect tradition, but unfortunately the only 
one of his works to have survived entire is the short treatise On 
Lexical Singularities that we have discussed. 


2 The interpretation of texts and lexicography 


2.1 Philological exegesis 


After a significant flourishing in the Augustan Period (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age III 2.4), in the field of philology and textual 
exegesis the centuries of the Imperial Period once again saw 
some figures of importance at work. 

Nicanor, a grammarian and philologist of Alexandria 
(second century A.D.), worked out a well developed system of 
interpretive signs and is known above all for his writings on the 
punctuation of the Homeric poems. The results of his studies on 
the text of the Iliad and Odyssey flowed into the surviving 
Homeric scholia tradition. He also worked on the poems of 
Callimachus and produced a sort of theoretical summa of his 
researches entitled On Punctuation (Nepi ottypijc). 

Also present in the thematic field of textual interpretation is 


the figure of the Neoplatonic philosopher Porphyry (234-305 
approx.), with works such as the Homeric Questions, of which we 
have extracts mixed in with the Homeric scholia, and the 
allegorical work on the Cave of the Nymphs in the Odyssey, as 
well as short (lost) treatises on grammatical and rhetorical 
questions: we have already spoken of him in the chapter on 
philosophy (cf. The Roman Imperial Period VII 1.4.4). 

We conclude by recalling the contribution made to the 
philological and scholarly disciplines by the doctor and 
philosopher Galen, a scholar with a unique profile. His 
multifaceted interests led him to produce, as well as an 
enormous quantity of works on anatomy and medical and 
scientific topics, also commentaries and works on themes in 
literary criticism, linguistics, rhetoric and musical harmony. For a 
detailed account, we refer to the treatment of this author in the 
chapter on scientific literature of the Imperial Period (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period VII 2.2). 


2.2 Lexicography 


In the Imperial Period the work of lexicographical research and 
collection also continued, in the footsteps of the Alexandrian 
glossographical tradition, understood as the “science” of 
difficult and foreign words, which had been inaugurated (at 
least as far as we know) by the Atakta of Philitas of Cos and 
continued by Zenodotus, Aristophanes and other scholars of the 
Hellenistic Age (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 2.2). The city of 
Alexandria still long remained the leading cultural centre of this 
type of study. The continuity with the Alexandrian Age is found 
also in the fact that the renewal of lexical interests during the 
centuries of the Empire took place in the sphere of grammar 
and literary criticism. However, the work of lexicography was 
also geared towards a purpose of wider impact, namely 
schoolteaching. The increased distance between the language in 
general use and the classical literary language, and the 
demands posed by educational choices in an Atticist spirit, 
demanded, already at the level of primary education, the 


recovery of lost lexical knowledge that was needed to read and 
interpret the ancient authors. 

Specialist or thematic lexica. In the Imperial Period there was 
an enormous development in lexicography, to the point that it 
may be useful to distinguish the abundant production of 
general lexica (on which see below) from an equally rich yield of 
specialist collections, inspired by a specific thematic motive: 
lexica of dialects, of synonyms, those dedicated to a single 
author or genre (tragedy, comedy, history), Atticist lexica, 
onomastic lexica and compilations on particular fields. We shall 
limit ourselves here to mentioning the most important 
testimonies. 

In the first century A.D. lived the Egyptian Apion, who was a 
student of Didymus Chalcenterus and succeeded Theon as head 
of the school of grammar at Alexandria. The Against Apion of 
Flavius Josephus (cf. The Roman Imperial Period VI 1.2.3) was a 
reply to notices hostile to the Jews contained in Apion’s 
historical work, the Aegyptiaca. In the sphere of erudite research 
his importance lies in his composition of a collection of Homeric 
Glosses, which was one of the main sources, along with 
Aristarchus’ exegesis, of his contemporary Apollonius Sophista, 
the author of a Homeric Lexicon that has survived in 
compendium form. 

Onomastic lexicography is attested by an epitome of the 
Onomasticon of Iulius Pollux (second century), he too an 
Egyptian of Naucratis, a teacher of rhetoric at Athens, who won 
the favour of the emperor Commodus, and an exponent of the 
Atticist cultural tendency. The work consists of an ordered 
collection of words in literary and rhetorical use, from the most 
varied semantic spheres (religion, law, economy, the sciences, 
cooking, etc), which are arranged by thematic nuclei (and hence 
not in alphabetical order) and sometimes followed by brief 
explanations and quotations from the authors. Particularly 
useful are the notices about the theatre and masks that are 
contained in Book IV. 

Atticist interests inspired the studies of Phrynichus too, a 
contemporary and rival of Pollux, whom he reproached for 


compromising on some linguistic decisions, attesting 
Phrynichus’ position of rigorous purism in expression. He 
produced a lexicon in 37 books (Sophistic Preparation) that is full 
of examples and quotations from Attic authors, but is today 
reduced to a meagre epitome, and a Selection of Attic Verbs and 
Nouns, which is preserved. 

The lexicographical work of Valerius Harpocration, born at 
Alexandria and he too probably dating to the second century, is 
adjacent both to exegetical practice and rhetorical training. His 
Lexicon of the Ten Orators (Ages tiv SEka Pntopwv) recorded 
and commented upon vocabulary of the Attic orators in the 
Alexandrian canon (Antiphon, Andocides, Lysias, Isocrates, 
Isaeus, Aeschines, Lycurgus, Demosthenes, Hyperides and 
Dinarchus). The original work is lost, but we have two epitomes 
(of which one is more concise and one is richer). Moreover, it is 
possible to recover some contents from a Byzantine lexicon 
whose author used Harpocration (the Zuvaywynh AgEewv 
Xpnoipwv, Collection of Useful Expressions, mostly simply referred 
to as Synagogé). What remains of the Lexicon is a goldmine of 
information of various kinds, especially when the term explained 
concerns the technical spheres of law or Athenian institutions. 

Orus of Alexandria too (fifth century) composed an Atticist 
lexicon, today only partly reconstructible from indirect sources 
(inter alia, again the Synagogé mentioned above), and some 
treatises on grammatical topics that have not survived. We recall 
him also in relation to collections of geographical and 
ethnographical terms, as the author of a collection entitled How 
to Express the Names of Peoples. The work was used, along with 
others, by Stephanus of Byzantium (sixth century): Stephanus’ 
Ethnica was of monumental size, extending to 50 books and, 
while keeping the geographical theme central, its erudite 
curiosity encompassed various spheres of what is knowable: 
history, geography and philological and grammatical erudition. 
The epitome that has survived is full of interesting antiquarian 
notices and precious quotations from lost authors. 

General lexica. The culmination of general lexicography of 
the Imperial Period is a work that has reached us in an 


epitomised and reworked version: the Lexicon of Hesychius of 
Alexandria, who lived in the fifth to sixth century. In a certain 
sense the last member of the Alexandrian school, Hesychius 
stands at the end of a rich and for us lost tradition of 
lexicography, collecting the fruits of his predecessors’ labours 
and providing a sort of summa of Alexandrian lexicography. The 
starting point of this tradition can be seen in the weighty 
synthesis in 95 books composed in the first century A.D. by 
Pamphilus of Alexandria, who aimed to collect in a single 
encyclopaedic work the whole of the scholarly knowledge 
gained by the research of the Alexandrian philologists. The 
lexicon of Pamphilus was epitomised by Julius Vestinus (second 
century), whose epitome was used a little later, together with 
various other sources, by Diogenianus of Heraclea (second 
century). The lexicon of Diogenianus, in its turn, served as the 
main basis for the work of Hesychius, which has survived 
incomplete and considerably interpolated. In its current form, 
with its more than 50,000 lemmata, it is one of the richest 
goldmines of erudite lexicographical notices to have survived. 


2.3 Paroemiography 


A particular form of erudite work is represented by the 
paroemiographical collections, i.e. collections of proverbs 
arranged alphabetically. The Imperial Period and late antiquity 
have transmitted some of them, of which one that deserves to 
be recalled is that produced in the second century by the rhetor 
Zenobius, which survives in a non-original version. The 
paroemiographical tradition continued in copious quantity 
through the centuries of Late Antiquity and various collections 
have survived, attesting a compilatory activity of considerable 
scale. 


3 Late Antique and Byzantine erudition 


One could say that after the second century A.D. the truly 


creative phase of Greek philology and grammar was already 
over. However, the Roman Imperial Period and then Late 
Antiquity were when the decisive stages in the preservation of 
all this material took place, material that gradually took on 
forms and characteristics that were preludes to the formation of 
the great scholiographical collections of the Byzantine Period, 
and which hence determined what we know of it now. An 
abundant production began of miscellaneous works of 
synthesis, in which the stores of exegesis and erudition that had 
been transmitted were combined, fused and epitomised. 
Commentaries and scholarly works of various kinds were 
summarised and abbreviated in various compilations, reduced 
to doxographical annotations sometimes rich, sometimes 
meagre. This type of work continued in the Byzantine Period, 
when very varied interventions were again made, reusing and 
selecting the transmitted materials. Genres of scholarship were 
established and diffused, the preserved texts of which are also 
the works with the richest information for us, i.e. above all 
scholiography and lexicography (without ignoring 
paroemiography), which are true reservoirs of the earlier output 
with its multiple forms (cf. The Hellenistic Age III 1 and 2). 
Scholiographical collections preserved much exegetical material 
concerning the classical authors, the great (etymological) lexica 
brought together an enormous yield of notices of all kinds, and 
compilations of every type selected materials with a view to their 
endurance and the benefit of preserving them. 

Today we have a considerable number of scholiographical 
collections, above all concerning poets, and of some 
lexicographical compilations: the so-called Cyril-Lexicon (dating 
perhaps to the fifth century), the lexicon of the patriarch Photius 
(ninth century) and the Suda lexicon (tenth century), the four 
major Etymologica (the Genuinum, Gudianum, Magnum and 
Simeonianum, dated from the ninth to the twelfth century), the 
lexicon of Pseudo-Zonaras (twelfth century) and other minor 
ones. These are very useful cultural products and are 
representative of the tendencies in a period that focused 
assiduously and tenaciously on studying, collecting, 


summarising and preserving the treasures of learning that 
constituted the glorious intellectual heritage of many centuries, 
and so drawing and fixing a cultural identity that aimed to 
continue as a living tradition. 


4 Metrical and musical studies 


4.1 Metrical studies and Hephaestion 


Notices that can be found in the erudite tradition, as well as the 
Origin of some ancient scholars of metre, lead us to believe that 
at Alexandria, home of Hellenistic philology, there was also 
some kind of school of metrical studies. This, at any rate, was 
where in the second century B.C. a scholar of the calibre of 
Aristophanes of Byzantium had been the first to devote himself 
to the colometry of lyric and ancient drama. To the Alexandrian 
school, and to a theoretical approach similar to it, can be traced 
the work of Philoxenus (first century B.C.: grammarian and 
philologist, but also author of On Metres, Nepi yEtpwv), 
Heliodorus (first century A.D.) and Hephaestion, he too a native 
of Alexandria. 

The common theoretical denominator of these metrical 
writers is the conviction that they can explain the different 
metrical forms as combinations of some well defined 
fundamental metres (such as the trochee, iamb, dactyl, 
anapaest and so on). The theory was set out in a manual of 
metre composed by Heliodorus, later superseded and replaced 
by that of Hephaestion, which enjoyed long-lasting fame and 
authority and was repeatedly the subject of commentaries. 

Hephaestion should perhaps be identified with the tutor of 
Lucius Verus of this name mentioned in the Historia Augusta. His 
Manual On Metre (Eyyxetpidtov ttept uEtPWV) in its original 
version consisted of 48 books, which were then reduced 
(perhaps by the author himself) first to eleven, and then to three 
and finally to just one book. This last version has survived today 
and is for us the only extant example of an ancient metrical 


manual. Hephaestion treated the different types of metre, 
concerning himself with various problems posed by the metrical 
composition of poetic works. The manual ends with two 
precious “appendices,” one on the parabasis of comedy and one 
on the notational signs that are useful for distinguishing the 
metrical structures of poetic compositions. The importance of 
the manual lies also in its function as a vehicle of quotations of 
ancient texts. 

It is conventional to describe as a “school” of metre at 
Pergamum a different theoretical approach to that which was 
professed by the Alexandrians and which derived the metrical 
forms from two metrical-rhythmic structures that were regarded 
as fundamental, namely the hexameter and the trimeter. This 
approach was followed by the Latin authors Terentius Varro, a 
scholar of the most wide-ranging interests and vast cultural 
knowledge (second to first century B.C.), and the poet and 
scholar Caesius Bassus (first century A.D.). 
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4.2 Aristides Quintilianus and musical studies 


The musicologist Aristides Quintilianus deserves a mention, 
whose dating is quite uncertain and ranges from the first to the 
fourth century A.D. In his work On Music, in three books, he 
undertakes to reclaim the musical theory of Aristoxenus of 
Tarentum (the pupil of Aristotle, whose musical writings have 
survived in fragmentary form: cf. The Classical Age VII 2.1 and XIII 
3.8.2). However, he also drew on earlier authors, such as Damon 
of Oa (fifth century B.C.: cf. The Classical Age VII 2.1). Alongside 
the more technical aspects of rhythm and metre, also treated 
are concepts concerning music's social function, its individual 
psychagogic effects and its ethical implications. Pythagorean 
influence is the source of the interpretation of music in terms of 
arithmetical ratios (a theme treated by Porphyry in his 
commentary on the Harmonics of Claudius Ptolemaeus: cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period VII 1.4.4). 


5 Miscellanies, compilations, anthologies 


5.1 Useful and precious compilations 


The period including the end of the second and the whole of the 
third century marks a visible decline in studies and does not see 
the production of important original works, but the material 
collected in compilations is often very precious, because it 
constitutes all that remains of traditions that have been lost, 
perhaps forever. 

Useful, for example, is the work of Aetius, who lived at the 
turn of the first to second century, who put together a 
doxographical collection of the opinions of various philosophers 
in the field of physics. On this topic we return to two works that 
we have already noted, the Library of Pseudo-Apollodorus, 
datable to the first or early second century (cf. The Hellenistic Age 
III 2.4) and the Miscellaneous History (Navtodartn iotopia) of 
Favorinus of Arles, who lived from around 85 to around 143, 
which probably inspired subsequent similar works (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period VIII 1.2.4). From the early third century 
there are the compilatory works of Aelian (175-235 ca.), of 
whom we have already spoken too (cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period VIII 1.2.7): the Historical Miscellany (NotkiAn totopia), in 14 
books, which has survived in compendium form, except the first 
two books, which are complete; and the Characteristics of 
Animals (Nepi Cwwv iStwtntos), in 17 books, which is preserved 
entire but has been subject to later alterations. 


5.2 Athenaeus of Naucratis 


Miscellaneous works such as the The Learned Banqueters 
(Deipnosophistae) of Athenaeus of Naucratis in Egypt, who lived 
in the second to third century, belong to the type of work 
mentioned above. The surviving work extends to 15 books but is 
a shortened version of the original text, which is likely to have 
been twice as long; the lacunae of the first three books are in 
part bridged by an epitome of the Byzantine Period. Athenaeus 


inserts innumerable notices about literature, philosophy, 
grammar and antiquarianism into the framework of a learned 
conversation in the context of a symposium, drawing on an 
expedient that had already become a literary form and been 
adopted for example also by Plutarch of Chaeronea (in his Table- 
Talk). 

In the first eleven books the author's erudition is 
concentrated on the theme of food in Greek culture, dissecting 
its historical and cultural aspects and its material aspects as well 
as its more typically gastronomic ones. Every detail (the 
circumstances, procedures, ingredients) provide a prompt for 
the author to launch his characters into well documented 
disquisitions on the most varied topics, which are manifested 
above all in a fastidious and scrupulous care over terminology 
(for example in Books VI-VIII, on fish) and the ability to cite with 
ease the classical authors (Plato, Aristotle) as auctoritates but 
without inferiority complexes or excessive veneration. Books XII 
and XIII address the topic best suited to the symposiastic 
setting, namely that of pleasure, immediately linked to that of 
eros: in the second of these two books much space is given to an 
examination of Greek love lyric. Book XIV concerns the usual 
forms of entertainment at banquets, from buffoon shows to 
musical performances (interesting here is the digression on 
instruments) and dance. The final book dwells on the 
furnishings at symposia, then turns to poetic forms connected 
to banquets. 

As well as being a goldmine of information on a disparate 
variety of topics (from objects of everyday use to the practices 
connected to banqueting, from symposiastic lyric to philosophy), 
the The Learned Banqueters is for us an irreplaceable source, 
thanks to the large quantity of quotations of ancient works, 
often lost ones. Over a thousand authors and work-titles are 
cited and more than 10,000 lines, with a massive presence of 
Middle and New Comedy, which gave a lot of room to everyday 
situations and language. 


5.3 Diogenes Laertius 


We know almost nothing about this author, who has left us a 
work in ten books concerning the lives and works of the Greek 
philosophers from Thales to Epicurus, known as the Lives of 
Eminent Philosophers. The dating of Diogenes to the first half of 
the third century is based, among other things, on the fact that 
he never alludes to Neoplatonic philosophers. The work belongs 
essentially to the genre of biography, but it links it to other 
aspects, such as doxography, aspects connected both by their 
shared erudite nature and by their origin under the influence of 
Peripatetic researches. 


In the introduction he addresses the problem of the origin 
of philosophy and declares that he is committed to the 
custom (of Alexandrian origin) of dividing the philosophers 
into an Ionic succession and an Italic one, with the 
resulting breakage of some doctrinal connections. Then 
follows the treatment of the lives of the philosophers and 
their doctrines, beginning with the Ionic series (Books I- 
VII): The Seven Sages (I); Anaximander, Anaximenes, 
Anaxagoras, Archelaus, Socrates and the Socratic schools 
(II); Plato (III) and his students (IV); Aristotle and his 
students, from Theophrastus to Heraclides (V); 
Antisthenes, Diogenes of Sinope and the Cynic 
philosophers (VI); the Stoics, from Zeno to Chrysippus 
(VII), with a lacuna in the final part of the book. The last 
three books are on the Italic series: Book VIII concerns, 
among others, Pythagoras and Empedocles; Book IX 
Heraclitus, Xenophanes, Parmenides, Melissus, Zeno of 
Elea, Leucippus, Democritus, Protagoras, Diogenes of 
Apollonia, Anaxarchus, Pyrrhon and Timon; Book X, finally, 
is entirely devoted to Epicurus, some of whose works it 
preserves, namely three letters that present a 
compendium of his thought (To Herodotus, To Menoeceus, 
To Pythocles) and 40 Principal Doctrines (KUptat 5d0€at). 


Diogenes uses previous collections of anecdotes and 
doxography with a compilatory technique that is not banal in its 
methods, combining alongside each other materials of different 


Origin and quality that seem to him useful in delineating the 
biographical profiles or forms of thought, in such a way as to 
construct a sort of “history of Greek philosophy” by profiles of 
philosophers. The value of the work lies both in its testimony to 
the interests of the author (whose philosophical alignment is a 
matter of debate) and of his addressees, and also in the quantity 
of information that it provides, though this must be taken in an 
appropriately critical spirit. 


5.4 The Anthologion of John of Stobi 


An emblematic case of the compilatory activity of Late Antiquity 
is the collection entitled Anthologion, in four books, which John 
of Stobi (often called Stobaeus), who lived in Macedonia, in the 
fifth century, addressed to his son with didactic intentions. He 
collected extracts and citations of works by more than 500 Greek 
authors, predominantly of the Classical and Hellenistic Ages, and 
he grouped them by topic, treating them in the same way as 
opinions on various topics: metaphysics and physics (Book 1), 
ethics (II and III), politics and private life (IV). It is thus a work 
that has, at the same time, the character of an anthology and of 
doxography. The Anthologion, known to us in a form that has 
emerged from various later interventions and interpolations, 
has preserved for us in this way a generous hoard of fragments 
of ancient texts from a large variety of literary genres. 


XI Oratory and Rhetoric in Late Antiquity 


1 The revival of rhetoric 


The third century had marked a phase of decline, but the fourth 
century was not a period of cultural silence, despite the crisis 
and social and political difficulties that the Roman empire was 


passing through. A testimony to this is rhetoric, which, 
cultivated above all for its educational role, had a renaissance in 
this century, borne on a wave of reusing and defending the 
classical authors. The emblem of what is conventionally called 
the “Late Sophistic” was again the Atticist taste and the 
imitation of classical models such as Demosthenes, even though 
these tendencies were realised in different ways from one 
author to the next (as had anyway been the case also in the 
previous centuries). Alongside innovative figures such as the 
emperor Julian, who enlivened the models of a distant past by 
introducing a new Spiritual sensibility, there were also many 
authors who turned Atticism and its stylistic features into a tool 
for formal playfulness that was often empty and pursued as an 
end in itself. 

But the real novelty of this sophistic revival consisted in the 
fact that rhetoric became a point of encounter and conflict 
between paganism and Christianity (which, after Constantine, 
had risen to become the state religion) and at the same time a 
connecting link between the classical pagan world of Late 
Antiquity and the nascent Byzantine civilisation. The centre of 
rhetorical studies, as of political realities, shifted from Rome to 
Constantinople, the new capital built by Constantine on the 
European shore of the Bosphorus, inaugurated on 11 May 330 
and called “the New Rome.” From then on, rhetors, 
philosophers and intellectuals poured into it, attracted by its 
lively cultural developments, and inevitably the contacts brought 
to the surface the tensions between pagans and Christians. 
Some rhetors and teachers of rhetoric showed a reaction to the 
spread of Christianity by defending the moral and intellectual 
values drawn from the classical tradition. The most troubled and 
sensitive figures experienced this opposition in terms of an 
inner tension and sought responses at the religious and 
philosophical level, for the most part privileging a Neoplatonic 
direction. An example of this is the work of the emperor Julian, 
one of the most sensitive and afflicted witnesses to this century. 
Other authors, such as the rhetors Himerius and Libanius, drew 
on their reading of the classics with less originality. However, 


despite the fiery polemic with the Christians, rhetoric was not 
the site of an intolerant conflict or dialogue of the deaf. The 
schools of rhetoric generally accepted contacts with the 
Christian world and by allowing the attendance of students of a 
different religion they made possible a setting in which classical 
culture flowed into Christian culture. 


2 Himerius of Prusa 


Himerius of Prusa, son of a rhetor, was born in the early fourth 
century in Bithynia, at Prusa, which had also been the home city 
of Dio Chrysostom. He was trained as a rhetor at Athens, where 
he knew the future emperor Julian. At the latter’s invitation he 
went to Constantinople and in the capital he was a teacher of 
eloquence. Thereafter he lived and worked above all at Athens, 
where his students included the Christians Gregory of Nazianzus 
and Basil of Caesarea. He died at Athens after 384. 

From Himerius there remain, in an incomplete form, 24 
works including speeches and fictitious declamations, for the 
most part addressed to imperial functionaries or intended for 
school use. According to Photius, whose Library preserves many 
quotations from Himerius, he wrote more than 80 speeches. 
Among the rhetors of this period, Himerius appears to be the 
one least sensitive to the social and political upheavals of his 
time and a stern defender of the sophistic tradition. He was a 
friend of the emperor Julian, to whom, in a speech delivered at 
Constantinople in 362, he addressed admiring words about his 
project of renewing the ancient pagan cults, “sweeping away 
the darkness that prevents us from raising our hands towards 
the sun” (41, 84-86). In his speeches he privileged content 
suited to particular occasions and called himself the “friend” of 
the ancient lyric poets, endeavouring to emulate in his poetic 
prose the artifices, assonances and musicality of authors such as 
Sappho, Alcaeus and Anacreon. In fact, the importance of 
Himerius’ work lies also in the fact that he is a mine of 
quotations and paraphrases of Attic rhetors (Demosthenes, 


Aeschines) and of various poets. 


3 Themistius 


Originally from Paphlagonia, Themistius lived between, roughly, 
317 and 388. He was at first educated in the school of his father, 
the sophist Eugenius, and was at an early stage directed 
towards studies of Platonism and Aristotelianism. He continued 
his philosophical and rhetorical training at Constantinople, 
where he then opened an important school. He enjoyed the 
admiration of the emperors of his time, who trusted him with 
the role of official court panegyrist, but he was also admired by 
Christian authors who were attentive to rhetorical culture, such 
as Gregory of Nazianzus. The emperor Theodosius nominated 
him praefectus Urbi in 383/4 and teacher of his son Arcadius. 

Unlike his contemporary Himerius, Themistius’ interests and 
output were linked both to philosophy and to rhetoric, 
achieving, better than any other rhetor of this period, a 
marriage between these two disciplines, though in a rather 
eclectic way. His philosophical leanings led him to reject the title 
of sophist and to chose a modest lifestyle. His paraphrases of 
some Aristotelian works (On the Soul, Posterior Analytics, Prior 
Analytics Book I, Physics) enjoyed notable success in the 
Byzantine Era and have survived to this day. They were written 
with an exegetical intention and with the main aim of clarifying 
the more obscure passages. 

While little remains of his philosophical work, from his 
rhetorical output there survive 34 orations (of which 19 are 
official speeches), composed on different occasions and topics, 
as was the fashion of the day. Themistius often voiced support 
for a state governed by philosophy and regulated by 
philanthropy, which he considered the leading virtue of an 
emperor. In the name of this concept, he sought to inspire the 
emperor Theodosius to a policy of peace towards the 
barbarians, in particular the Goths (as is attested by Oration 16). 
His position towards Christianity, too, was particularly moderate: 


Themistius declares that he favours coexistence between 
different cults and even maintains the importance of liberty of 
cult and faith (Oration to Jovian). 

Themistius’ prose is sustained by the reading of the Attic 
orators, although, as in Himerius, there are also reuses of poetic 
texts. Although he at times yields to the superficial tastes of his 
time, we can see in him a certain depth of thought and 
conviction that is reflected in some pages composed in the 
“severe style.” 


4 Libanius of Antioch 


Libanius was the most admired rhetor in the fourth century and 
the Byzantine Period. He was born at Antioch in 314 into a rich 
family and pursued his studies at Athens. He opened a school at 
Constantinople in 342 but, following disagreements with his 
fellow rhetors, he left the city and moved to Nicomedia in 
Bithynia. In 354 he returned to Antioch, where he pursued the 
profession of teacher of rhetoric for almost half a century, 
heaping up fame and honours. Among his students were the 
Christians Gregory of Nazianzus, John Chrysostom and Basil of 
Caesarea. He enjoyed the esteem and friendship also of the 
emperor Julian, with whom he was connected by the defence of 
the values of paganism against the spread of the Christian 
religion. The esteem of the emperors translated into public 
offices: Julian named him quaestor and Theodosius summoned 
him to hold office as Praetorian Prefect. He died in his native city 
around 393. 

Libanius was an extremely productive rhetor. The fame that 
he enjoyed in the ancient and medieval world ensured that very 
many of his works have been preserved. We have 64 orations, a 
fair number of compositions for use in school and a notable 
letter collection. Of great interest are the speeches for public 
and private occasions, in which many contemporary topics arise. 
Some are addressed to friends: addressed to Julian, for example, 
is Oration 13, in which he salutes the emperor’s accession to the 


throne, while Oration 17 (The Lament over Julian) and 18 (Funeral 
Oration over Julian) were written on the occasion of his death. 
Dedicated to the emperor Theodosius is Oration 30 (To the 
Emperor Theodosius, For the Temples), in which Libanius attacks in 
invective tones those who destroy pagan temples and statues 
while in the grip of religious fanaticism. Also of notable interest 
is Oration 1, the so-called Autobiography, written in the course of 
around twenty years, from 374 to 393, in which the rhetor traces 
the story of his life in the terms of an apologia. Among the 
compositions for use in school, we may note declamations 
(meletai), descriptions (ekphraseis), exercises (progymnasmata) 
and ethopoeiae (éthopoiiai). In this sphere belong also a Life of 
Demosthenes and the hypotheseis (Arguments) to the speeches of 
the great Athenian orator. 

Libanius has also left his correspondence of 1603 letters, the 
largest to have survived from antiquity. The letters are 
addressed both to Christians and to pagans and treat extremely 
varied topics. Some are very short, following the fashion of the 
time, to the point that they can appear enigmatic. In this field, 
too, Libanius appears to be a sophist in the fullest sense of the 
word: for him the letter is above all a literary genre and is 
approached as such, with the greatest formal care and the use 
of the genre’s most typical stylistic features. The imitative reuse 
of the classics, in fact, is the most striking characteristic of this 
author, who is for the most part considered to be an essentially 
superficial figure as rhetor and literary author. Modern scholars 
charge him with lack of originality, an overblown fondness for 
tiny, pedantic details to the detriment of the essential point and 
a formal preciousness that runs over into affectation and 
superficiality. However, his Atticism, the richness of his 
vocabulary, his vast knowledge of the classics, in particular of 
Demosthenes and the Attic orators, all made him famous and 
admired among his contemporaries and later rhetors. 


5 Emperor Julian and the pagan restoration 


The son of Julius Constantius, half-brother of Constantine, Julian 
was born at Constantinople in 331. At the age of six he escaped 
the massacre of his family, which was probably ordered by his 
cousin Constantius, thanks to the quick thinking of a Christian 
priest who hid him in a church. From then on he lived under 
surveillance and was raised by a eunuch, Mardonius, who 
directed him towards the study of the classics, a study that he 
pursued with the help of the best teachers. Julian soon rejected 
Christianity and from this arises his byname, given to him by the 
Christians, “the Apostate,” i.e. traitor, “he who has committed 
apostasy” (recanting, defection). He was initiated into the rites 
of Mithras, Cybele and the Sun, and later to those of Eleusis, and 
he embraced Neoplatonic philosophy. In 354 at Milan the 
emperor Constantius proclaimed him Caesar and, perhaps with 
the aim of getting rid of him, sent him to Gaul. Although he had 
no military experience, Julian revealed notable abilities as a 
general and in 357 he defeated the Alamanni at Strasbourg. He 
won enormous popularity thanks to his military victories and in 
361 at Lutetia (present-day Paris) he was proclaimed emperor by 
the rebellious legions of the West. The following year, on the 
death of Constantius, he entered Constantinople as the sole 
master of the empire. The years of his reign were very brief but 
decisive. He promoted important reforms, such as easing the 
fiscal burden, reducing the court staff and restoring the classical 
tradition and the pagan cults against a hitherto triumphant 
Christianity. Julian did not pursue any real persecution of the 
Christians, but he barred them from teaching literature and 
rhetoric in schools. He died in 363 in the course of a campaign 
against the Parthians, at Ctesiphon, aged just 32. 

The ancient sources describe Julian as a nervous man, to the 
edge of neurosis, animated by an extraordinary faith in the 
value of the classics and by an exceptional energy. The Christian 
Gregory of Nazianzus presents a near-caricature of him (Oration 
5, 23): Julian had a fanatical character, the gaze of a fool and 
speech that was often disconnected and characterised by 
sudden bursts of laughter. A more positive portrait is given by 
the pagan historian Ammianus Marcellinus (XV 4, 18), who 


speaks of eyes that were “burning and seductive, which 
expressed an inner disquiet” and of a personality that was 
strongly charismatic. We know that he lived frugally and used 
part of the night to complete his official duties and to devote 
himself to philosophy and literature. He embraced 
Neoplatonism and in the art of governance he was inspired by 
Marcus Aurelius, the philosopher-emperor. He intended to 
realise the ideal of a state governed by philosophy (in the 
footsteps of Plato) and chose always to be accompanied by 
intellectuals and philosophers. He was linked in particular to the 
rhetors Libanius and Themistius, to whom he addressed an 
important letter, and to the Neoplatonic philosophers Maximus 
of Ephesus and Priscus. Modern historians agree in regarding 
him as the last of the emperors to incarnate the Roman model 
of a man of both action and thought. 

Despite the fact that his life was short and eventful, Julian 
wrote a lot, but little has survived of his works. Lost are his 
Commentaries on his war in Gaul and the treatise Against the 
Galileans, the disparaging name that he used for the Christians 
in counterpoint to the Hellenes. In this work, which can be 
reconstructed from its refutation by Cyril of Alexandria (fifth 
century), Julian decreed the superiority of the Greeks, among 
whom he praised the laws of Solon, Lycurgus and other 
legislators, over the Jews. The latter, following recurring motifs 
of anti-Christian polemic (it appears that it was modelled on now 
lost works by Celsus and Porphyry), are considered to be thieves 
and wrongdoers and generally untrustworthy. 

The preserved works are of differing character, including 
orations, letters and satirical works. Among the more interesting 
Orations, the first three in the corpus are political in character, 
namely the Panegyric in Honour of the Emperor Constantius 
(Oration 1 of the corpus), the Panegyric in Honour of the Empress 
Eusebia (Oration 2), showing his sincere admiration and respect 
for her, and the work The Heroic Deeds of the Emperor 
Constantius, or On Kingship (Oration 3). In these speeches Julian, 
who reveals a clear awareness of the decline of the empire, 
rejects the tendency, which had begun already under the 


Severans, to make the emperor a mediator between God and 
Earth and he prefers to go back to the Platonic conception of the 
philosopher-king. It is in fact the Platonic virtues of prudence, 
strength and justice that he makes the foundation of the 
activities of emperor and state. 

The fourth speech in the corpus of Julian’s works (A 
Consolation to Himself upon the Departure of the Excellent Sallust) 
is a consolatio, datable around 358/9, which Julian addressed to 
himself on the departure of his friend Sallust, who is perhaps to 
be identified as the Prefect of the Orient, Secundus Saturninus 
Sallustius. The speech To the Athenian Senate and People (Oration 
5) takes up a position against the actions of Constantius in order 
to justify Julian’s own act of rebellion. In the letter To Themistius 
the Philosopher (6), the dating of which is problematic, Julian 
discusses with his friend the rhetor the importance of the 
contemplative life and the gifts that should distinguish the 
activity of an emperor: while Themistius regarded the emperor 
as the incarnation of the laws, according to Julian the emperor is 
subject to the law. Philosophical in content are two orations 
against the Cynics, To the Cynic Heracleios (Oration 7) and To the 
Uneducated Cynics (Oration 9). Two speeches are religious in 
character and take a hymn-like course, matching Julian’s 
programme of religious restoration: Hymn to the Mother of the 
Gods (Oration 8) and Hymn to King Helios (Oration 11). In the first 
of these, the cult of Cybele is praised in mystical tones and 
through the use of symbols and allegories; the intention is to 
achieve religious unification of the empire by celebrating an 
oriental goddess who had been transplanted to Rome since time 
immemorial. In the Hymn to King Helios, Julian retraces the path 
he has followed as a devotee, in the context of praise of the 
solar religion, which had already been embraced by some 
emperors in the past; a large part of the oration is given over to 
the description of the solar system, with the distinction between 
the intelligible, intelligent and visible worlds (with debts to the 
philosopher Iamblichus). 

The Symposium or The Caesars (Oration 10), from the year 
361, has the features of a Menippean satire. Julian imagines a 


celestial banquet in which the Roman emperors take part, from 
Caesar to Constantine: in a sort of competition, Marcus Aurelius 
emerges as the winner, while the loser is Constantine, who is 
guilty of being Christian. The work that has brought Julian the 
greatest fame is the Misopogon, or Beard-Hater (Oration 12), 
written in 363, shortly before he left to fight the Parthians. It is 
an untypical work that is hard to place in a precise literary genre. 
The polemical intention of the work is directed against the 
inhabitants of Antioch, who were spreading libels against the 
emperor, accusing him of, among other things, wearing a beard 
in imitation of pagan philosophers. Julian, as was his style, did 
not respond with repression, but with this satire. In it he 
pretends to accuse himself but with finesse turns the accusation 
against the Antiochenes and their habits. From Julian there also 
remains a collection of around 80 Letters, both official and 
private, which constitutes an important testimony to the 
character and personality of this ruler. 

Verdicts on Julian’s works and style are not unanimous. 
There are some who reproach him for an excessively academic 
manner of expression, which is sometimes marred by a form 
that is not all that polished and chiselled, due to the speed with 
which he composed so many works in a very few years. But 
others emphasise the effectiveness of a style which, while 
formally Atticist, is able to be charged with particular intensity 
precisely because of the jumps and discontinuities and the 
inconcinnitas of the periods and so to become a mirror of a 
strained and sensitive mind. 


6 Eunapius of Sardis 


We have already discussed Eunapius (who lived between 345 
and 420) in the chapter on historiography in the Late Antique 
Period, noting his Hypomnémata historika (cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period III 2.5). We note here the work entitled Lives of the 
Philosophers and Sophists, produced on the model of the work of 
that name written by Flavius Philostratus (cf. The Roman Imperial 


Period VIII 1.2.8). In it Eunapius includes philosophers (such as 
Plotinus) and rhetors who were his contemporaries, such as 
Himerius and Libanius but not Themistius. As seems to have 
happened in the historical work, in the Lives too Eunapius 
reveals great admiration above all for the aims of pagan renewal 
by the emperor Julian, to whom he devotes an entire book. 


7 Synesius of Cyrene 


Synesius, who was a Christian and the bishop of Ptolemais, is 
regarded as the last great rhetor of the fourth century, whose 
career extended also into the first decade of the following 
century. All of his work is in fact characterised by a significant 
and specific rhetorical cast and by the ongoing presence of 
classical and Neoplatonic ideals. 

Born at Cyrene in Libya around 370, Synesius studied at 
Alexandria at the school of the philosopher and scientist Hypatia 
(cf. The Roman Imperial Period VII 1.4.7); at her school he had the 
Opportunity to acquire and deepen his knowledge of 
Neoplatonism. Subsequently he was at Athens and 
Constantinople, where he went on an embassy to request fiscal 
benefits for his own region. He remained at Constantinople for 
three years, from 399 to 402, and was in contact with the 
imperial court. He converted to Christianity, probably at 
Constantinople. In 410 he was named bishop of Ptolemais and 
he fulfilled this office in a spirit of self-sacrifice until 413, which is 
probably the year of his death. 

The corpus of Synesius’ works that survives today includes 
treatises, orations, correspondence and hymns. The orations 
and treatises were for the most part composed prior to his 
episcopate. Scholars place in his youth the sophistical exercise 
The Praise of Baldness, in which Synesius, at a distance of three 
centuries, brilliantly refutes the lost paignion (matyviov) 
Encomium of Hair by Dio of Prusa (cf. The Roman Imperial Period 
VIII 1.2.2). Dating to his time in Constantinople is the speech On 
Kingship (De Regno), which was delivered in the presence of the 


emperor Arcadius in 399 and is one of Synesius’ most important 
works. In it he principally treats the duties and actions of the 
ideal sovereign, according to the traditional stereotypes, but 
other subjects of interest also appear, such as distrust of 
barbarians, above all the Germanic ones who were infiltrating 
into the magistracies and Roman army to an ever greater 
degree. Synesius even proposes a national army, composed 
exclusively of Romans, by eliminating the “barbarian party.” In 
the work Egyptian Tales, or On Providence he again addresses, 
this time in an allegorical manner, the conflict between Roman 
politicians and magistrates and those of barbarian origin. 
Another of the more important works is Dio, written around 405, 
presenting Synesius’ cultural ideal, which consists of a 
harmonious marriage between philosophy, rhetoric and the 
sciences. Dio of Prusa is considered to be the model for this, in 
Opposition both to the philosophers, who are too obscure and 
incapable of communicating their thought, and also to the 
anchorites and monks, who are rough and wholly uncultured. 
Synesius exalts Hellenic civilisation as the salvation from the 
decadence of his contemporaries. In his work On Dreams he 
discusses the prophetic value of dream visions. 

His 156 Letters were composed between 393 and the year of 
his death. They form a precious source on the author’s life, in 
particular on the period of his episcopate. There are also 
numerous notices on events and personages of the period, as 
well as debates on contemporary events. The 9 Hymns, which did 
not have a liturgical function, attest the author’s deep religiosity, 
which did not reject the message of the Neoplatonists even after 
he had crossed over into Christianity. Alongside reminiscences 
of classical authors, echoes of Scripture also appear in the 
Hymns. 

Synesius is considered to be a symbol of the religious and 
cultural syncretism that characterised the centuries of the 
Roman empire’s decline. In his work the memories of classicism 
and paganism are still tenacious and continuous, while 
Neoplatonism remains the philosophical foundation on which 
Synesius bases his thought. After his conversion he accepted the 


position of bishop without repudiating his wife, who was also a 
Christian, and without rejecting his prior philosophical training. 
Due to this distinctive position he was excluded from the 
number of the Church Fathers, but found favour among the 
Byzantines. Photius, in his Library, admires him for the elevation 
of his style and the importance of the content. Similarly positive 
judgements were made later by Michael Psellus (eleventh 
century) and the humanists, who elevated him to a model of 
Greek thought. 


8 The School of Gaza 


Gaza, the city in Palestine, became between the fourth and the 
seventh century the seat of an important rhetorical school that 
lasted until the Arab conquest in 635. Its members revealed a 
sound classical and philosophical training, for the most part 
Neoplatonic, to the point that it attracted students even from 
Athens. Gaza thus appears as one of the locations where the 
cultural syncretism characteristic of this period took shape. 

Among the principal rhetors of the school, the one who 
stands out is Procopius of Gaza, who lived between 465 and 528 
and was the author of a Panegyric of the Emperor Anastasius I, in 
which the emperor is compared to Alexander the Great and 
other famous men of old, and of Commentaries on the Old 
Testament, perhaps his most important work, which was widely 
diffused in the Byzantine world. Various rhetorical works have 
been lost, including a Homeric Paraphrase, about which Photius 
informs us. 

At work in the same years was the rhetor Aeneas, who wrote 
25 Letters and the dialogue Theophrastus, or Of the Immortality of 
the Soul and of the Resurrection of Bodies, in which he maintained 
the Christian doctrine on immortality in opposition to the 
Platonic one. A friend of Aeneas was the rhetor Zacharias 
Scholasticus, author of a dialogue Ammonius, in which he 
launches a polemic against the Neoplatonic philosopher of that 
name, a disciple of Proclus. Choricius of Gaza (sixth century) is 


the last important member of this school. He has left us an 
interesting treatise on the theatre known by the Latin title 
Apologia mimorum (Defence of Actors), in which he describes the 
theatrical practices of the Late Antique Period in their most 
everyday aspects and the organisation of the stage. He also 
wrote orations and school exercises. 


XII Poetry in the Imperial Period 


1 Epigram 


1.1 A flourishing genre 


Throughout the Imperial Period there was a general decline in 
poetry to the advantage of an exuberant and varied output in 
prose. It was only with difficulty that poetry found new forms 
and new motives for inspiration and it often ended up reworking 
traditional schemes. A case apart is epigrammatic poetry, which 
was practised without interruption through to the Byzantines. 
On the one hand the exponents of this genre always kept their 
eye turned toward the golden age of epigram, the Hellenistic 
Period, and toward Latin authors, but on the other hand the 
continued vitality of epigram should be traced to the suppleness 
of its form and contents, which allowed it to adapt to new tastes 
on the part of its readers. 

In this sense, the forms and thematic ranges of traditional 
epigram continued and were rejuvenated, with its topics of 
funerary, political, erotic, dedicatory, convivial, ecphrastic and 
scoptic verse. Despite continuous and ostentatious allusions to 
Alexandrian epigram (and also to the epigram of the Archaic 
and Classical Ages), the principal poets did attempt some 
innovations in language (neologisms are not infrequent) and 
metre and, departing from conventional situations, they also 


succeeded in transposing into verse slices of real life, in very 
varied styles. This is the case, for example, with the poetry of 
Palladas, in which harsh autobiographical elements are 
interwoven, or the languid eroticism of Paulus Silentiarius and 
Agathias. The dialect used is predominantly Ionic, though in 
some authors a mannered Doric is present. The metre is the 
elegiac distich, sometimes replaced, above all in the late poets, 
by the dactylic hexameter and iambic trimeter. 


1.2 The epigrammatic poets of the Imperial Period 


Among the principal poets of the Augustan Age we note 
Crinagoras of Mytilene, author of around 50 epigrams that stand 
out for their “minimalist” attention to everyday life, which is 
contemplated in its most minute aspects. The language and 
style, too, are often simple and linear. His contemporary 
Antipater of Thessalonica (not to be confused with the 
Hellenistic poet Antipater of Sidon) wrote around a hundred 
epigrams on various topics, characterised by notable formal 
refinement and by the continual desire to compete with the 
models of the past. In some poems historical figures appear, 
such as Calpurnius Piso Frugi, a friend of Antipater, and Gaius 
Caesar, nephew of the emperor Augustus. Also of the Augustan 
Age is Marcus Argentarius, from whom 37 epigrams survive on 
various topics, predominantly erotic, which echo above all the 
models of Callimachus and Meleager. Philippus of Thessalonica, 
who lived in the reign of Caligula and was the author of the 
Garland (cf. The Hellenistic Age IV 2.2.7), wrote around 60 
epigrams of various kinds, shaped by a moralistic vision of life. 
More interesting is his language, in which various hapax 
legomena appear. The poetry of Lucillius, who was active under 
Nero and the author of 125 epigrams, is considered to be more 
powerful artistically. His scoptic poems use jabs of burning 
sarcasm to depict persons and types of his era; some scholars 
consider him to be a precursor of Martial. A contemporary of 
Lucillius is Leonidas of Alexandria, author of three books of 
epigrams, the Charites (Xapttec); many of Leonidas’ poems have 


the characteristic of being composed of just a single distich. 

Among the poets of the following generation Straton of 
Sardis stands out, a second-century author of erotic epigrams 
primarily on homosexual love. His poetry varies greatly in its 
registers, though predominantly ephebic love is portrayed in its 
more physical and sensual aspects; sometimes he also uses 
obscenity, with heavy-handed jokes and double-entendres. Of 
the same period is Rufinus, from whom around 40 erotic 
epigrams survive, written in a register of languid and at times 
lascivious sensuality. 

After a couple of centuries of relative silence, in the Late 
Antique Period the epigram enjoyed another flourishing phase. 
Among the more interesting and expressive authors we note 
Palladas of Alexandria, who lived in the fourth to fifth century, 
under the emperor Arcadius, and was author of around 150 
epigrams preserved in the Palatine Anthology. He is considered a 
forerunner of the renaissance of epigram in the age of Justinian. 
A schoolteacher, Palladas seems to have lived a life of hardship 
and bitterness, as many of his poems attest. He is one of the 
epigrammatists in whom the autobiographical element 
(whether it be real or conventional) is at its strongest, rendered 
dramatic by a constant sense of frustration in the face of life. 
Some epigrams, scoptic in character, are addressed to his 
insufferable wife and women in general and they hence take 
their inspiration from traditional misogynistic themes. There are 
also fierce criticisms linked to his profession as schoolteacher, 
which never allows him to escape from his resented poverty 
(Ant. Pal. XI 378, 1-2: “I cannot put up with a wife and with 
Grammar, Grammar that is penniless and a wife who is 
injurious”). There are few erotic or convivial epigrams. Palladas 
uses expressive resources very skilfully and draws aptly on 
models. As well as the elegiac distich, he uses the hexameter 
and the iambic trimeter. He enjoyed some fame from a very 
early stage. 

The final creative phase of ancient epigram belongs to the 
years of Justinian’s empire and presents poets of notable 
importance. Although they are Christian authors, the topics are 


those of the tradition: convivial, epideictic, sepulchral and above 
all erotic, these last perhaps the most intense, in which love 
takes on tones that are vaguely intimistic and languid, but 
without altogether abandoning the assemblage of 
commonplaces and conventions that the genre had 
accumulated over time. Among the epigrammatists of the 
Justinianic Age who have left us their works, the two most 
important are Paulus Silentiarius and Agathias, but we may note 
also Julian the Egyptian, Macedonius of Thessalonica and 
Eratosthenes Scholasticus. 

Paulus Silentiarius. Paulus Silentiarius (the byname meaning 
either “usher” or “master of ceremonies at the palace”) lived at 
the court of Byzantium and was a friend of Agathias. He wrote 
two Descriptions in hexameters: the Ekphrasis of the Church of 
Hagia Sophia, which he dedicated to the emperor Justinian and 
to the patriarch Eutychius, and the Ekphrasis of the Ambo of 
Hagia Sophia. From his output around 80 epigrams of great 
formal refinement survive in the Palatine Anthology. They are for 
the most part erotic epigrams, with a strong sense of sensuality 
and abandonment to passion (Ant. Pal. V 219, 4: “furtive liaisons 
are more honeyed than open ones”). The epigrammatic poetry 
of Paulus Silentiarius is marked by the musicality of the verse 
and the elegance of his use of past authors, for example 
Philodemus, Leonidas of Tarentum, Horace and Ovid, which the 
author brings to life again in new situations. For example in Ant. 
Pal. V 258 Paulus treats with ardour a traditional commonplace 
theme, the love for a mature woman, seeing it in a perspective 
of burning sensuality and passion: “your winter is warmer than 
another’s summer.” 

Agathias. Agathias Scholasticus lived between 530/2 and 
579/82 and composed a lost poem entitled Daphniaca, a History 
in five books on contemporary events, which is preserved, anda 
collection entitled the Cycle, in which he collected his own 
epigrams and those of authors of his time, which was 
incorporated into the Palatine Anthology. This collection was 
arranged in seven sections by topic and not, as had previously 
been done, in alphabetical order. Of some importance is the 


prooemium in which Agathias elucidates his editorial criteria. 
We have around a hundred of his epigrams on various topics, 
which are elegant in form and arch in their allusions to models. 
Following the traditional commonplaces of the genre, Agathias 
often dwells on the precarity of life, which is seen as a brief 
passage towards death, which it is wrong to fear excessively. 


2 Hymnography 


2.1 The forms of the hymn 


The genre of hymnography, too, continued to be cultivated in 
the Imperial and Late Antique Periods but, unlike in the past, the 
genre came to include texts that had long been rejected by the 
dominant culture, such as magical texts. Of great importance for 
our knowledge of the spirituality of the period are the Orphic 
Hymns, which, alongside poems such as the Orphic Argonautica 
and the Lithica, attest the importance of the cult of Orpheus in 
these centuries, and the Magical Hymns. Other authors such as 
Mesomedes, Proclus and Synesius stayed close to the motifs 
and themes of traditional hymnography. 

Of Mesomedes of Crete, a freedman of the emperor 
Hadrian, we have some poems dedicated to various divinities 
and some profane hymns in anapaestic or trochaic metres, 
written in the language of the koiné. From the Neoplatonic 
philosopher Proclus we have seven hymns in hexameters, and 
nine authentic hymns remain from Synesius of Cyrene (cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period VII 1.4.6 and XI 7) written in an artificial 
literary Doric dialect. Both these authors aim to use the forms of 
the hymnodic genre to achieve a philosophical-religious 
syncretism between traditional polytheistic beliefs and the 
religious and spiritualistic demands of Neoplatonism. 


2.2 The Orphic Hymns 


While the cult of Orpheus is very ancient and had some diffusion 


in Greece from at least the sixth century B.C., the religious and 
literary tradition of the Hymns that can be linked to Orphism is 
no less ancient, as is attested for example by Aristophanes, 
Euripides and Plato. However, most of the testimonia to this 
form of spirituality are much later. Aside from the Orphic tablets 
discovered in southern Italy and dating to the fourth to third 
century B.C., we possess a collection of Orphic Hymns that was 
compiled probably around the second century A.D. (though 
perhaps with earlier roots). These should be connected to the 
renaissance of Neopythagoreansim, which gave an impulse to 
various religious forms characterised by an Orphic-Pythagorean 
spirituality. 

The origin of this hymnographic corpus is uncertain. There 
are 88 hymns, structured according to the traditional scheme 
with the invocation of a god, exposition of his prerogatives in a 
series of epithets and finally the request for help. The metre 
used is the hexameter and the style is full of epithets and, in 
general, of terms that are rare or remote from everyday use. 
The gods most often invoked are those connected to Dionysiac 
cult, but foreign gods also appear, such as Sabazius, from 
Phrygia, and Hipta, from Libya. 

For the sake of completeness we mention here some other 
texts belonging to Orphic literature that have already been 
noted: the poem entitled the Orphic Argonautica, of around 1300 
hexameters, in which Orpheus narrates the story of the 
Argonauts; the Lithica (On Stones), a short poem of around 700 
lines in which Orpheus sets out the specific properties of stones; 
and the cosmogonic poem, of which we have some fragments 
thanks above all to the remains of the commentary to one such 
poem preserved in the famous Derveni Papyrus (cf. The Archaic 
Age IV 1.2). 


2.3 The Magical Hymns 


Although the remote literary origins of the hymns on magical 
topics are certainly earlier than the Imperial Period, the corpus 
that we possess goes back to a period between the third and 


fifth century A.D. A literary tradition linked to magic is attested 
at least from the Hellenistic Period, as is shown for example by 
the short poem The Sorceresses by Theocritus. However, both the 
Greek and then the Roman authorities, as well as the “official” 
culture in general, long refused to accept this tradition, even 
though, above all in the first centuries A.D., scenes of magic and 
theurgy are an ever more frequent presence in literary works, 
from novels to poetry. The origin of the Magical Hymns is 
predominantly Egyptian and it is hence not mere chance that 
these texts have reached us above all thanks to discoveries of 
Egyptian papyri bearing magical texts and formularies. The 
structure of each hymn is the canonical one (as with the Orphic 
Hymns), with invocation of the divinity and request for help, 
using recurring formulas and epithets with symbolic force. The 
divinities invoked are for the most part Hermes, Hecate and 
Helios, as well as the Egyptian gods. There is no recurring 
metrical structure; the language is full of terms special to magic 
and foreign terms, while onomatopoeic plays on single words or 
on the litany hold a marked symbolic force. 


3 Oracular literature 


Among the collections of oracles that have been transmitted 
from the ancient world, the Delphic Oracles present the 
traditional responses of the priests of the sanctuary at Delphi, 
one of the most ancient and venerable in the Greek world, to 
questions from private citizens or public authorities, and 
sometimes from entire communities or cities. The consultations 
concerned both private affairs and problems in public life, such 
as the foundation of a colony or the appointment of a 
magistrate. Often the oracle of Delphi prescribed “purifications” 
to remove some contamination scourging the collective. The 
responses were for the most part made in hexameters and in 
language that mirrored the language of Homer. It is not rare for 
them to be presented in the obscure form of riddles or enigmas. 
Authors such as Plutarch, who was fairly close to the cult of 


Apollo of Delphi, criticised their excessive ambiguity. No ancient 
collection of Delphic oracles has been transmitted: the one that 
we read now has been put together by modern scholars on the 
basis of literary sources (such as Herodotus) that report the 
oracles and (to a much lesser extent) epigraphic sources. 

The Sibylline Oracles (not to be confused with the Sibylline 
Books) acquired this name because they were attributed to the 
ancient Sibyls, priestesses charged with making known the 
oracles of Apollo. The first book of the collection opens with a 
catalogue of the ten Sibyls. The texts present characteristics that 
differ from those of the Delphic Oracles, since they do not consist 
of responses, either real or supposed, to a consultation, but of 
predictions about the destiny of humanity. In many cases they 
consist of prophecies in apocalyptic tones, which foresee events 
such as epidemics, earthquakes, famines and volcanic eruptions. 
Put together probably in a Jewish context, with the aim of 
promoting Jewish culture via a pagan spokesperson, 
interventions have also been made in them in a Christian 
context (cf. The Roman Imperial Period XIII 1.2.8). The corpus, 
originally consisting of 14 books (12 survive), has been 
composed by juxtaposing two distinct collections, with a total of 
more than 4000 hexameters of modest workmanship, in an 
imitation, at a low level, of Homeric style. The first collection 
seems to go back to the sixth century A.D. and is attributed to 
the anonymous author of the preface. The second was probably 
compiled after the Arab conquest of Egypt (seventh century) 
and consists of Book IX to the end. They unite oracles 
Originating in the pagan world but presented in a form that has 
been deeply reworked and interpolated on the basis of Jewish 
and Christian motifs. The topics range from the creation of God 
and of Adam and Eve to the history of Rome, the key moments 
of which are interpreted in eschatological terms. The series of 
arguments, often lacking in coherent or organic connections, 
presents various repetitions and contradictions. 

The Chaldaean Oracles, likewise in hexameters, are known to 
us through around 200 rather brief fragments preserved by 
pagan and Christian authors for the most part linked to late 


Platonism. The tradition attributes them to a certain Julian, but 
we do not know if this is the Julian called “the Chaldaean” or his 
son, called “the Theurge,” who lived during the reign of Marcus 
Aurelius. It cannot be ruled out that the son reused for his 
edition oracles that had already been collected by his father. The 
title refers to the wisdom of the Chaldaeans, a people of ancient 
Mesopotamia who were expert in cosmology and theology. The 
contents are obscure and not easy to decipher, a difficulty 
aggravated by the oracles’ symbolic and enigmatic form. The 
byname “Theurge” attributed to their presumed author refers 
to the practice of theurgy, which was widespread in Late 
Antiquity, aimed at evocation of the gods and the possibility of 
acting upon reality by means of them. The Chal/daean Oracles 
present different characteristics from the two previous types: 
they are neither responses nor prophecies, but treat astrology, 
theology and philosophy, taking inspiration from Neoplatonic 
and Neopythagorean motifs. It is difficult to organise the 
complex doctrine of these oracles into a precise system, though 
modern authors have found in them many analogies to the 
work of Numenius (cf. The Roman Imperial Period VII 1.3.5). Some 
fragments celebrate the Father, creator of the Ideas and of the 
Second Intellect. Great importance is given to Hecate, who is 
perhaps to be understood as the World Soul, and the doctrine of 
demons and angels. The Chaldaean Oracles had a wide influence 
on intellectuals and writers of a Platonic orientation, such as 
Porphyry, Iamblichus, Arnobius of Sicca, Synesius of Cyrene, 
Proclus and the Byzantine Michael Psellus, who wrote an 
Exegesis of the Chaldaean Oracles ('EEjynots tiv xaASatkOv 
Ontdv). 


4 Epic and didactic poetry 


4.1 Diffusion of the genre of epic 


Alongside epigram, the other two poetic forms that were 
cultivated with success in the Imperial Period up to the 


Byzantine Era are epic and didactic poetry. For the sake of a 
convenient exposition, we shall classify the former as narrative 
epic of Homeric, romance and historical-encomiastic types, 
leaving for a separate treatment Nonnus of Panopolis. It should 
be stated that all the hexameter poetry, despite the innovations 
and developments of each author, largely continued to follow in 
the expressive path of the language of Homer, which remained 
the basis of the poetic language in these genres. Late epic 
poetry did not develop suddenly in the fourth and fifth century, 
as had sometimes mistakenly been believed, but rather it 
flourished without interruption from the first centuries of the 
Imperial Period onwards and enjoyed a practically uninterrupted 
tradition. Although very many works of the authors prior to 
Nonnus of Panopolis and Musaeus, who are perhaps the two 
most significant representatives of late epic, have not been 
transmitted or have reached us in an extremely fragmentary 
form, from the most recent studies we know that in these 
centuries the epic tradition was deeply rooted in Egypt, thanks 
above all to poets who wandered from region to region, getting 
paid to practise their art. 


4.2 Narrative epic in the Homeric tradition 


We cannot always ascribe originality and talent to the authors of 
this period, but in the case of Nestor of Laranda, who lived in the 
first half of the third century, we have an attempted exercise 
that was at the least bizarre. In his Lipogrammatic Iliad (TALac 
Autoypayupatos, “Iliad Lacking One Letter”), he rewrote the 
Homeric poem while eliminating from each book the 
corresponding letter: in Book I the letter a/pha, in the Book II 
beta and so on. 

Quintus Smyrnaeus. Of a different calibre is the work of 
Quintus Smyrnaeus (i.e. “of Smyrna” in Asia Minor), an author of 
whom we know very little. Even his homeland is uncertain, since 
the adjective 2uupvatoc (“of Smyrna”), which the author applies 
to himself (XII 310), refers to the fact that he was inspired by the 
Muses while he tended his flocks at Smyrna. The era in which he 


lived is also uncertain: the scholarship ranges between the third 
and fourth century. He composed The Events After Homer (Ta 
UE’ “Ounpov), known by the Latin title Posthomerica, in 14 
books, in which he narrates the events following the end of the 
Iliad, creating a narrative link to the Odyssey. 


The work follows a compositional scheme of 5+ 4+ 5. The 
first five books, with unified content, present a sort of 
Achilleid, with the narration of the killing by Achilles of 
Penthesilea, queen of the Amazons, and of Memnon, king 
of the Ethiopians, up to Achilles’ own death and the 
contest for possession of his weapons. The next four 
books are devoted to the conflicts and duels between 
Greeks and Trojans. The last five books narrate the ruse of 
the Trojan Horse, the last night of Troy (an episode for 
which one can observe analogies with Book II of Vergil’s 
Aeneid), the return journeys of the Greeks to their 
homeland and the exploits of Aeneas. 


Often accused of transposing into excessively fulsome and 
“baroque” verse heterogeneous material drawn from 
mythographic manuals, Quintus Smyrnaeus does not enjoy a 
great reputation as a poet. Nonetheless, some have seen in the 
poem gifts of clarity and expressive effectiveness, despite its 
undoubted prolixity and a certain taste for the macabre which is 
typically late antique. The poem’s models are above all Homer, 
then Hesiod, the poets of the Cycle, Apollonius Rhodius and 
Lycophron, who are completely revisited and often 
superimposed by drawing on well worn expedients of the art of 
allusion that recall those of the learned Alexandrian poetry of 
the Hellenistic Age. With Homer Quintus maintains a relation of 
imitation with variations on the model, an operation in which he 
deploys a technique that is often refined, formed of complex 
and layered expressive strategies. 

Triphiodorus. Contrasting judgements have been made also 
of the work of Triphiodorus (the name means “gift of Triphis,” 
an Egyptian god), born at Panopolis in Egypt. We do not know 


when he lived. Some scholars place him, for reasons of style, in 
the fifth century, but the recent discovery of a papyrus seems to 
attest an earlier date, perhaps in the third century. His only 
surviving work is an epyllion in 691 hexameters, The Taking of 
Ilios (TALou GAwotc), which, like the work of Quintus Smyrnaeus, 
imaginatively completes the material narrated in the Iliad. The 
work, in which much space is given to descriptions, following the 
rhetorical model of ekphrasis, and the pursuit of dramatic 
narrative effects, fully matches Late Antique taste. Works by 
Triphiodorus that do not survive are the Marathoniaca, the 
Lipogrammatic Odyssey, on the model of the I/iad of Nestor of 
Laranda, and other works cited by the Suda lexicon. 

Colluthus. Among the last representatives of the epic- 
mythological tradition we may record Colluthus, originally from 
Lycopolis in Egypt, who was active in the late fifth and early sixth 
century. The Suda informs us that he wrote the Calydonian Tales 
(Calydoniaca), on the myth of Meleager, and the Persian Tales 
(Persica), in honor of the emperor Anastasius, a work that has 
been lost. What remains is an epyllion in 394 hexameters 
entitled the The Rape of Helen (Apttayn thc EAEvnc), the topic of 
which, the abduction of Helen by Paris and the Greeks’ 
declaration of war on the Trojans that followed it, was contained 
in the cyclical poem Cypria and in all likelihood had been 
adapted already in the Alexandrian Age. 


4.3 Nonnus of Panopolis 


The greatest representative of the renewal of narrative epic on 
mytholgoical themes in the Late Antique Period and its principal 
innovator was Nonnus of Panopolis. We know almost nothing 
about him. We know only that he was a native of Panopolis, a 
city of Upper Egypt, and that he was living at Alexandria when 
he composed his poem on Dionysus. The name Nonnus means 
“oure” or “holy” in Egyptian and was quite common in the 
Imperial period, above all in eastern and Christian circles. It is 
likely that Nonnus’ career should be placed in the second half of 
the fifth century, though some set it in the fourth and some in 


the sixth century 

Nonnus wrote two works that are very different from each 
other: the epicmythological poem The Dionysiaca (Ta 
Atovuo.aka), which earned him great fame in the ancient world, 
and The Paraphrase of the Gospel of John (MetaBoAn tot kata 
Twavvnv ayiou evayyeAtou), a rewriting of the fourth Gospel! in 
epic hexameters. The coexistence of the two works raises 
numerous questions: did Nonnus write first the Paraphrase, 
which is not a simple paraphrase but a rewriting of the Gospel 
text in an elaborate style, and then in his maturity The 
Dionysiaca? Was he always a Christian even though he, like other 
ancient authors, admired the values of classicism and its 
mythology in an almost visceral way? Or, as some scholars think, 
was the Paraphrase written in a later period of his life, after a 
(presumed) conversion to Christianity? At our current state of 
knowledge, we do not have conclusive answers to these 
questions: the ancient notices are too sparse. Scholars are 
inclined to consider Nonnus a true representative of the cultural 
and religious syncretism that distinguished Late Antique culture 
and particularly that of the cosmopolitan ambience of 
Alexandria. 


The Dionysiaca, the more important work, recounts the 
adventures of Dionysus in 48 books, divided in two groups 
of 24, each introduced by a prelude and an invocation of 
the Muse. It is an imposing work, which has no equal in 
scale in the ancient world with its more than 20,000 lines 
(the Iliad and Odyssey together amount to a little more 
than 27,000 lines). The narrative does not begin straight 
after the birth of the god, but takes its start from a sort of 
“Dionysiac archaeology,” i.e. from the wedding of Cadmus 
and Harmonia, the rape of Europa and the story of Semele, 
mother of the god. The central events are Dionysus’ ascent 
to Olympus, his love affairs and, above all, his journey to a 
fabled India, a journey that is interpreted in a symbolic key, 
on the basis of the Hellenistic motif connected to the 
figure of Alexander the Great, the “new Dionysus” and 
conqueror of the East. The final part of the poem recounts 


the god’s victorious return, his fight against Pentheus and 
the Giants and his wedding to Aura. 


The choice of the myth of Dionysus is justified in the first part of 
the poem. Zeus had invited this god to earth to comfort 
humanity with the gift of the vine, just as in the past he had sent 
Demeter with the gift of grain. The pairing of the two divinities is 
traditional and has a parallel, for example, in the Bacchae of 
Euripides. The symbolic and soteriological values in the poem 
are numerous but not always easy to decipher. Further, the loss 
of many works on Dionysiac topics that were composed in the 
Hellenistic and Imperial Period, and which served as models for 
Nonnus, prevents us from clarifying the meaning of many 
passages, although it seems, on the basis of the work as a 
whole, that there is an initiatory motif in the god who dies and is 
reborn and triumphs over his adversaries after trials and 
troubles. 

Nonnus is an author of fervid fantasies, as is manifested 
above all in the scenes of orgies and mysteries, which are full of 
pathos and expressive intensity. The clarity of his narration is 
diminished by his excessive use of rhetoric and erudition, as well 
as the dizzying succession of very many secondary scenes, in 
homage to the tried and true technique of a “story within a 
story.” Further, as Nonnus himself declares in the work's first 
prooemium, the narrative criterion closest to his heart is 
TIOLKIALa (poikilia), variety in composition. The principal model of 
The Dionysiaca is Homer, but Nonnus’ verse has very little of the 
Homeric about it: the style, imagery and narration are the result 
of exultant imagination and compositional exuberance, the 
language is “baroque” and erudite. The scenes in distant lands 
have features of fable and the East is seen as a mysterious and 
unbridled world. Of notable sensuality are the love episodes, for 
example those that have as protagonists Ariadne and Aura. 

Nonnus was also an innovator in his dactylic hexameter, 
which is full of assonances and musicality and characterised by 
must stricter rules than either the archaic hexameter or the 
Callimachean one. Nonnus avoids proparoxytone words at line 


end (something that reveals an attention to word accent as well 
as to the quantity of syllables). He does not admit two spondees 
in succession, unless separated by incision, and he follows 
particular schemes for the incisions. In this period the 
pronunciation of Greek was anyway already far from that of the 
Classical Age and was gradually losing the perception of the 
quantitative differences and evolving towards Byzantine and 
Modern Greek. The metrical novelties of Nonnus soon found 
many imitators. 


4.4 The romance epic of Musaeus 


The principal epyllion on the topic of love in this period is owed 
to Musaeus, another author of whom we know almost nothing. 
The only indication we possess is the epithet ypaupatiKoc 
(grammatikos), i.e. grammarian or teacher of letters and 
rhetoric, which follows the name Musaeus in the titles of the 
manuscripts. According to some scholars, Musaeus should be 
identified with a friend of Procopius of Gaza (cf. The Roman 
Imperial Period XI 8) of this name, to whom Procopius addressed 
two letters. Other elements for the dating can be inferred from 
the fact that Musaeus was an imitator of The Dionysiaca of 
Nonnus of Panopolis in the structure of the hexameter, while it 
seems that he was echoed by Colluthus in The Rape of Helen. This 
implies that Musaeus lived in the second half of the fifth 
century. 

To him we owe an epyllion or short poem in 343 hexameters, 
Hero and Leander, which adopts a legend already known and 
widely treated by Alexandrian poets and present also in Ovid's 
Heroides. 


During a religious celebration, Leander, a young man of 
Abydos, falls in love with the very beautiful Hero, a 
priestess of Aphrodite who lives at Sestos, on the opposite 
shore of the Hellespont. Leander succeeds in approaching 
the girl and in declaring his passion for her. In order to 
meet his beloved, every night Leander swims across the 


straits that separate the two cities, guided by the light of a 
lamp lit by Hero at the top of the tower where she lives in 
seclusion, at the command of her parents. The strait, 
which is around seven stades across (a little more than a 
kilometer), is crossed by powerful currents. Not even the 
arrival of winter can make the two cease their meetings, 
but in a stormy night the wind douses the flame and the 
boy is carried off by the waves. The following morning 
Hero, seeing the body of her beloved on the shore, kills 
herself by throwing herself from the tower. 


The adventure is linked to a very ancient folktale motif and 
presents numerous features that are typical of the Greek novel: 
the love story concerns two young people of extraordinary 
beauty, the passion between Hero and Leander arises in the 
course of a sacred ceremony, their love is blocked according to 
the typical scheme of the love novel. But Musaeus sets into 
these motifs and into the structure of the Alexandrian epyllion 
elements of great emotional and sentimental intensity. A scene 
full of sweetness and, overall, of amorous delight is the one in 
which Hero and Leander speak to each other for the first time 
and the young man, after declaring his love, intuits from the 
expression of the girl that she too is in love. While some parts 
Operate at a slower narrative rhythm, there is a more sustained 
and dramatic pace in the final scene, in which Hero will not 
renounce Leander even in winter, provoking the death of them 
both. These are episodes in which Musaeus’ skill in mastering 
the feelings of his protagonists (we may note that no other 
figures appear in the short poem) manages to move beyond 
conventional schemes, which are, however, also present in the 
fabric of the work. The physical and sensual rendering of the 
nocturnal meetings between Hero and Leander, too, escapes 
the mannerism of some Greek novelists and is characterised by 
a certain freshness, which is quite rare in authors of the Imperial 
and Late Antique Period. Yet Musaeus was still working closely 
from his models, which are the Alexandrian epyllion, erotic elegy 
and, among the novelists, Chariton and Achilles Tatius (cf. The 


Roman Imperial Period IX 1.2 and 4). Naturally, in the metre and 
lexicon his greatest debt is to Homer. The work enjoyed notable 
success as soon as it was rediscovered in the Humanistic Period 
and was favoured especially by the romantics. 


4.5 Historical and encomiastic epic 


Throughout the Imperial Period, alongside the mythological and 
romance epics, historical epos flourished, which for the most 
part took on celebratory and encomiastic features, since the 
emperors were the principal patrons and addressees. Among 
the major representatives of this genre we note Oppian of 
Apamea, active in the third century, who celebrated the war of 
Septimius Severus against the Parthians and who was also the 
author of didactic works (cf. next section). Callistus, protector 
domesticus of the emperor Julian, wrote in honour of the latter a 
work on his campaign in the East. Among the authors of the 
Late Antique Period we note Arrianus, who lived probably in the 
fourth to fifth century, to whom the Suda lexicon attributes an 
Alexandrias on the victories of Alexander the Great, and 
Christodorus of Coptus, in Egypt, who composed a poem on the 
exploits of the emperor Anastasius I (491-518) against the 
Persians. 

Christodorus was also an exponent of two other literary 
genres that were particularly popular in this period: the 
ekphrasis and the ktisis. The genre of ekphraseis (descriptiones) 
consisted of detailed descriptions of objects of craftsmanship, 
works of art, jewels, arms and armour and other objects, 
inserted into a poem (the archetype of the genre is the famous 
description of the shield of Achilles in Book XVIII of the Iliad). 
Beginning already in the mature Hellenistic Era, ekphrasis 
became an autonomous literary genre, also under the influence 
of rhetoric. Christodorus has left us a short poem in 408 
hexameters in the rhetorical and erudite style, preserved in the 
Palatine Anthology: the Description of the Statues in the gymnasium 
of Zeuxippus (an imposing bathing complex in Constantinople). 
Other exponents of the genre of ekphrasis were Paulus 


Silentiarius and John of Gaza. The ktiseis are epyllia on the 
foundation of cities; among those who tried their hand at them, 
as well as Christodorus of Coptus, a certain Claudianus, who 
seems to be different from the Latin poet of that name who is 
author of the Rape of Proserpina. 


4.6 Didactic epic 


The authors of didactic poems of the Imperial Period addressed 
very varied topics, often confronting themes from medicine, 
geography or natural science. These works had a certain success 
in the Latin world and then in the Byzantine one, although they 
lack a truly scientific approach to the material, since their aim 
was rather to rival the models of the past at the level of 
rhetorical and compositional skill. 

To Marcellus of Side, in Pamphylia, who lived in the second 
century, is owed the hexameter didactic poem On Medical 
Matters (TatptKd), now lost. What does survive, however, is the 
hexameter poem Tour of the Known World by Dionysius 
Periegetes, originally from Alexandria and he too of the second 
century: the work, inspired by the genre of the periégésis in 
prose, was translated into Latin by Avienus and Priscian and was 
admired by the Byzantines. Oppian of Anazarbus, in Cilicia, was 
active in the second to third century and is the author of the 
hexameter treatise Halieutica, or Fishing in five books, in which 
he describes the variety of fish and their habits; the work is 
dedicated to an Antonine, who is perhaps the emperor Marcus 
Aurelius. Oppian of Apamea, who was the author also of a 
historicalencomiastic poem (cf. previous section), wrote a work 
of didactic character dedicated to Caracalla, Cynegetica, or The 
Chase in four books, by which he intended to rival Xenophon and 
Arrian. 


XIII Christian Literature in Greek 


1 Christian literature before Constantine 


1.1 Under the sign of continuity and difference 


With the spread and organisation of the Christian religion, from 
the mid-first to the second century A.D., a Christian literature 
also came into being. It is usual to distinguish two phases of this 
literary history, corresponding to the two quite different phases 
undergone by Christianity between its origins and the Late 
Antique Period. In the early centuries, until the Edict of 
Constantine in 313, Christian writers saw their task as the 
strenuous defence of doctrine and of their own social role, or 
indeed of their own lives, but after this date a triumphant 
Christianity gave rise to a “canonical” literature that was able to 
address the different spheres of knowledge in total safety, or 
even with the comfort of open political protection. 

As well as considerable elements of continuity, the Christian 
literary experience presents original aspects that justify 
distinguishing it from the previous and contemporary literature 
of pagan inspiration. Further, the literary experiences of 
Christian authors appear very varied and also differ among 
themselves, in parallel to the changes in historical and social 
conditions, which produced an evolution in genres and forms. It 
is nonetheless possible to indicate summarily some general 
elements that characterise this literature. Above all, in the first 
centuries it had strictly practical purposes: the works, be they 
apologias, commentaries, homelies, polemics or historical 
writings, were responding to specific and concrete demands in 
the Christian community. This does not mean that there was no 
literary interest, no taste for writing or for pure speculation, but 
such interests were subordinated to the practical goals that 
moved the author. In the first centuries, therefore, the Christian 
sphere lacked a literature for pleasure, or one in which the ludic 
element held a preeminent role. The Christian author was a 
literary militant whose religious duty entirely pervades the work. 


As we Shall see, the themes treated were new and, in many 
cases, the literary forms were new too, prompted by the needs 
of the religion and adapting to new demands (new occasions, 
contexts and addressees). 

The positions taken towards classical culture and literature 
are very varied. They range from an unconditional rejection that 
extends even to that literature’s expressive resources, which 
were seen as a vain seduction, to a cautious appreciation of it, 
with an eye to exploiting its expressive forms and tools of 
thought in a Christian context. Yet the writers were inevitably 
imbued with traditional culture and literature, even when they 
made a point of condemning them without reserve due to their 
paganism, and in reality they remained deeply influenced by 
them. 

New models appeared alongside the classical ones, in 
particular the Scriptures. The Holy Book, which ought to inspire a 
Christian’s every action, took on a very particular role as 
paradigm that has no counterpart in classical literature. Not only 
was it an object of study and point of reference for every 
judgement or opinion on any topic at all, but it was also a model 
and source of inspiration for every piece of writing. The allusions 
to and quotations from classical texts were paralleled or 
replaced by those from Scriptures. As in Jewish culture and 
religion, for Christianity too the written text of the divine 
revelation took on a central position. For this reason it is easy to 
understand how not only the content but also the form and 
expressions of the Holy Book moulded the works of Christian 
authors deeply. 

The influence of Scriptures also operated in another 
direction. In the pre-Christian ancient world the need to 
comment upon a text had never taken on the importance and 
significance that commentary on sacred texts came to hold for 
Christians (only the case of Homer is comparable). This 
introduced great novelties also from the formal point of view, 
since a new technical vocabulary came into being. On the one 
hand new words, sometimes modelled on Hebrew, were 
introduced to express the concepts of the new religion, on the 


other hand existing words took on new meanings or were 
specialised in technical senses. The translations of Scriptures, 
further, did not limit themselves to introducing to the target 
language stylistic traits of the source language but, through 
their commitment to an original that was considered to be 
inspired, they also transmitted syntactical elements that in many 
cases contributed to deeply modifying the target language, and 
these came to be used also outside the strictly religious sphere. 
Often the texts of the Christian authors have been studied 
solely for their historical and theological interest or they have 
been seen as witnesses to a form of decline in the ancient 
cultural tradition. Many of them do not in fact manage to reach 
the heights of the greatest writers of the pagan tradition and in 
some the lack of interest in the stylistic and formal factor is 
programmatic, since traditional rhetoric was seen as an 
outcome of pagan culture and a possible tool of deceit, capable 
of maintaining both what is true and what is false. Further, the 
need to convey the Gospe/ message also to the more simple and 
uneducated members of the faithful demanded a profound 
rethinking of linguistic tools. However, this rethinking was in 
many cases not resolved by a simple rejection, but by the search 
for a new literary language capable of conveying the Christian 
message effectively to a vast audience, and there is no shortage 
of authors who deserve admiration also from the strictly literary 
point of view, nor is it acceptable to make generic negative 
judgements, especially when formulated on the basis of 
evaluative standards founded on a classicising taste. This 
literature marks a moment of undoubted novelty, without which 
it would be impossible to understand and explain the 
subsequent developments in language and literary production. 
It is essential, above all, that Christian literature be studied and 
interpreted as a specific phenomenon, with its own 
characteristics and its own historical and cultural context. 


1.2 The Apostolic Fathers 


1.2.1 Clement of Rome 


A first group of authors is generally grouped under the name of 
Apostolic Fathers, since they belong to a period in which it was 
possible to have direct access to the testimony of the Apostles. 

Beyond the New Testament writings, the first testimonies that 
have survived today are for the most part in epistolary form, 
which was already well represented in the New Testament from 
the letters of Paul onward. The earliest is the Letter to the 
Corinthians by Clement, fourth bishop of Rome, which can be 
dated to around the year 96. It was written in Greek, which long 
remained the official language of the Christian communities 
even in the Latin world. The style is simple but reveals the 
author’s good education, since he shows attention to 
correctness in language and elegance in phrasing. 

Clement, who expresses himself in the plural in name of the 
entire Christian community of Rome, attempts with this letter to 
quell some disagreements that had arisen in the heart of the 
community of Corinth, addressing a strong appeal to the sense 
of unity and fraternity within the community and an exhortation 
to humility and obedience. As occurs also in the letters of Paul, 
without losing sight of the specific, contingent aims, the address 
is broadened to the point that it becomes an exhortation of 
general value, accompanied by the indication of a model of 
Christian life that is modelled on examples drawn from 
Scriptures. We can glimpse traces of the influence of Stoic 
thought in the statements concerning the harmony that governs 
the world. The letter also has a special historical interest, both 
for its notices about the martyrdom of Peter and Paul and the 
persecution of Nero, and since it attests the position of 
particular authority, in certain aspects, that the episcopal see of 
Rome was coming to assume. 


1.2.2 Ignatius of Antioch 


A little later are the letters of Ignatius, bishop of Antioch (in 


Syria), who in 110, in the reign of Trajan, was condemned to be 
torn apart by wild beasts and brought to Rome to suffer this 
martyrdom. During the long journey transferring him there, he 
wrote seven letters to various communities of Asia Minor and to 
that of Rome. Of these letters, three different versions have 
come down to us, of which one has been expanded by an 
interpolator probably in the fourth century and another, in 
Syriac, contains only some of the letters. From Smyrna Ignatius 
wrote to the communities in Asia Minor of Ephesus, Magnesia 
and Tralles, to thank them for the delegation they had sent to 
meet him, and to that of Rome to dissuade them from appealing 
for the revocation of his sentence. From Troas he sent letters to 
the churches of Smyrna and Philadelphia and to Polycarp, 
bishop of Smyrna, asking them to send delegations to Antioch 
to express happiness about the end of the persecution, of which 
he had been informed. 

From these writings there emerges a strong sense of the 
hierarchical organisation of the Church, which already seems 
surprisingly well developed. There are also frequent appeals to 
unity. In line with the traditions of Paul and John, Ignatius fights 
against docetism (the doctrine that attributes to Christ a 
humanity that is only apparent), maintaining the both human 
and divine nature of Christ. 

The language and style of Ignatius are very different from 
the orderly and elegant writing of Clement: there are 
irregularities, Latinisms, neologisms, colloquialisms and a 
rhythm that is fragmented and full of non-sequiturs, revealing a 
distinctive expressive efficacy. In this author’s love for bold 
imagery, the commentators have tended to see signs of a 
typically eastern taste. 


1.2.3 Polycarp of Smyrna 


From Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna and addressee of one of the 
letters of Ignatius, we have two letters sent to the community of 
the Philippians, transmitted in the manuscripts combined as a 


single letter. We know that around 154 he came to Rome to 

discuss the divergences between the Roman church and the 
churches of Asia. At a date ranging between 156 and 177 he 
suffered martyrdom on the pyre at Smyrna. 

The first letter is a brief greeting that accompanied the copy 
of an exchange of letters which the Philippians had requested 
from him. From it we gain information, among other things, 
about how these letter collections circulated and how the 
epistles of Paul were diffused. In the second letter, Polycarp 
reassures the community, which had been troubled by the 
heresy of Marcion (cf. below 1.5.2), exhorting them to Christian 
virtue and to prayer, in simple tones but with a certain disorder 
in his presentation of the content and with the support of very 
numerous quotations from the O/d and New Testament. 


1.2.4 Pseudo-Barnabas 


We also possess a letter attributed to Barnabas, the companion 
of Paul in his ministry, but it was regarded as spurious already in 
the ancient world. In fact the epistolary form is purely a literary 
conceit and the thought that is expressed there makes it difficult 
to maintain the attribution of the text to the companion of Paul. 
Some allusions to historical events have led to a proposed 
dating that ranges from 96 to 138. The first part of the text is a 
polemic against the Jews, arguing (as Paul had done) for the 
allegorical interpretation of the O/d Testament, but taking this 
tendency to the extreme, to the point of completely denying that 
there was any literal force to the sacred text. The second part 
develops the moral allegory of the two paths, the path of light 
and the path of darkness. The style is in general maladroit and 
not very effective. From its polemical content arguing against 
the literal value of the Mosaic law and from the notable 
difficulties that it reveals in dealing effectively with the material 
treated, scholars believe that the author could be a Jewish 
convert to Christianity, perhaps from the area of Alexandria. 


1.2.5 The Didaché 


The allegorical theme of the two paths is treated also in the first 
part of the so-called Didaché (AtSaxn), the complete title of 
which is, in English, The Lord’s Teaching to the Heathen by the 
Twelve Apostles. This work by an unknown author, the dating of 
which ranges between the early and mid-second century 
(though the surviving text may be based on an earlier Jewish 
work) aims to provide a series of instructions to catechumens 
and gives us precious notices about a quite early stage of 
ecclesiastical organisation. After providing some instructions of 
general character by treating the theme of the two paths, the 
author addresses baptism, fasting, prayer and the eucharist. The 
final part speaks about the behaviour to be maintained towards 
missionaries, about criteria for choosing bishops and deacons 
and about Sunday worship. The text closes with a reference to 
the imminent coming of the Lord. 

The style is very simple and clear, as we would expect of a 
text of this kind without any literary ambitions. Particularly 
interesting, also from a stylistic point of view, are the liturgical 
prayers included in the text. 


1.2.6 Papias of Hierapolis 


From Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, we have a few fragments of a 
work, originally in five books, entitled Expositions of the Sayings of 
the Lord, composed around 130, in which he exploits early oral 
traditions that he considers to go back to the circle of the 
Apostles. Some fragments are of particular importance, since 
they provide ancient reports about the composition of the 
Gospels. We owe to Papias the first testimonies to the 
millenarian doctrine, i.e. concerning the thousand-year duration 
of the kingdom of the Messiah on earth. This belief, Jewish in 
Origin, thereafter enjoyed some success and took on very 
different forms. For example, it appears in a spiritual 
interpretation also in the Apocalypse of John, perhaps in polemic 


against the literal interpretation of a thousand-year reign. 
1.2.7 The Shepherd of Hermas 


Hard to place is a text known as the Shepherd of Hermas, which 
had a notable diffusion and was included by some among the 
canonical books (we may note its mention in the Canon Muratori, 
cf. The Roman Imperial Period VI 2.2). Hermas gives his own 
name in the work, where he calls himself a Roman freedman. A 
reference to Clement, bishop of Rome, may set the author and 
the work at the end of the first century, but the Canon Muratori 
identifies him as a brother of the bishop Pius, which would shift 
the date to the mid-second century. We cannot rule out that the 
work was composed in multiple stages or that it combines 
materials of disparate origin. 

In the work, the structure of which is not homogeneous, an 
introductory section is followed by five visions, in a tone that is 
surprisingly close to that of a popular novel. The first four 
visions are centred on the figure of a matron, who symbolises 
the Church and invites the author and his family to penitence. In 
the fifth vision the angel of penitence appears under the aspect 
of a shepherd (from which the work gains its title) and instructs 
the author by introducing ten “precepts” and twelve 
“allegories.” The precepts present the virtues and the vices 
against which the penitent must guard. The same concepts are 
then reprised, with complex imagery, in the allegories. 

Despite the difficulties in interpreting the text, we can see as 
central to the whole work the theme of penitence, of particular 
importance to the Christian communities of the first centuries, 
when it was not always clear how to behave towards those who, 
after baptism, had relapsed into sin. The language is full of 
Hebraisms and Latinisms and the style is popular, but quite 
effective in its naive narrative taste. 


1.2.8 Early Christian poetry 


In the mid-second century we also have the first testimonies to a 
Christian poetry, in the Odes of Solomon. These are 42 works that 
have been transmitted only in Syriac but which in all probability 
were originally composed in Greek and then translated. The 
form is deeply influenced by Hebrew poetry which, in the 
absence of metrical and rhythmic schemes like those of Greek 
and Latin poetry, work by intensifying the individual concepts 
with expressive devices in which an essential role is played by 
the use of repetitions, accumulated synonyms, citations or 
varied echoes, which create a system of parallelisms and ring 
structures. There is a strong influence from the Old Testament. 
Also partly traceable to the early Christian tradition is the 
collection of the Sibylline Oracles, of which we spoke in the 
chapter on oracular literature (cf. The Roman Imperial Period XII 
3). These texts, which are a true cento of Homeric verses, were 
probably composed in a Jewish setting with the aim of diffusing 
and legitimising Jewish culture by using pagan forms and 
attributing the message to a pagan figure. These were then in 
part reworked and increased in number in a Christian setting. 


1.2.9 The origins of homiletic writing 


In the second century we also have the first examples of the 
genre of homily. The term “homily,” which has, among other 
meanings, that of “conversation,” in liturgy indicates the 
“preaching” with which the priest addresses the faithful, usually 
by commenting on the liturgical readings of the day. The genre 
takes on very different forms depending on the content, aims 
and audience being addressed. It is based on traditional 
compositions such as diatribe or, in the case of homilies in 
praise of a saint, panegyric, but the solutions it finds take 
notably original forms. 

A homily of quite simple tone, full of quotations from 
Scriptures and containing exhortations of a moral character, has 
been transmitted under the mistaken title of Second Letter of 
Clement. It was probably delivered in Corinth in the second half 


of the second century. Papyrus discoveries have also restored to 
us a homily by Melito of Sardis, whose main work was an 
apologia, now sadly lost (see below). In the homily the 
institution of Passover narrated in Exodus is read as an image of 
the redemption achieved by Christ. The author is revealed to be 
a sophisticated rhetor fond of elaborate rhetorical figures and of 
a Style that is at times almost lyrical. 


1.3 Christians and pagans: the apologetic writers 
1.3.1 The time of persecutions 


The spread of the Christian religion in the Roman empire and in 
the city of Rome itself led to harsh conflict between the political 
authorities and the communities of followers of the new 
religion, beginning from the notorious persecution of Nero that 
began in 64. In a first phase in all likelihood the Christians were 
considered to be simply a sect within Judaism. With the passage 
of time, however, the ideas of the new religion, which would 
totally overturn the canons of culture and traditional life, began 
to be considered dangerous to society and hence as something 
to be combatted with persecutions. These were of differing scale 
in both time and space and we should not think of them as a 
systematic or continuous action across the entire territory of the 
empire; it was only the final series of persecutions, promoted by 
Diocletian, that were systematic and comprehensive in extent. 
As well as suspicion from the educated and powerful classes, 
there was also hostility from the masses, who were habitually 
little inclined to accept novelties and prompt to accept 
slanderous reports about the new and mysterious sect. From 
the apologias we discover that the Christians were charged with 
accusations of a kind that today seem ridiculous: cannibalism, 
due to a misunderstanding of the rite of the eucharist, which 
was interpreted as a vicious sacrifice in which the adepts ate 
human flesh; incestuous relations, due to the preaching about 
mutual love between “brothers and sisters”; and atheism, due 


to the refusal to worship the traditional gods and eat the meats 
burnt as offerings to them. The grand attempt to revitalise 
traditional pagan culture that was undertaken in the second 
century by the movement of the Second Sophistic encountered 
an obstacle in the new religion, which certainly could not be 
accepted favourably by the educated classes. 

Out of these manifestations of incomprehension, a need 
arose for works of defence, or “apologia,” against the pagan 
accusers and detractors, with the aim of winning acceptance for 
the new religion by publicly clarifying its character. However, 
one should not deny that in many cases these writings were at 
the same time an impassioned defence and an attempt to 
spread the creed of the Gospels by making it better known and 
explaining its content. 


1.3.2 The authors and works 


Aristides. If we leave aside an apologia sent by a certain 
Quadratus (otherwise unknown) to the emperor Hadrian, of 
which all that remains is a brief fragment, the first apologetic 
text of which we have sizable testimonies is that sent in the 
second century by Aristides, an Athenian philosopher, to the 
emperors Hadrian and Antoninus Pius. From it we have two 
papyrus fragments, a Syriac version, an Armenian fragment and 
a version, in part reworked, incorporated into a hagiographical 
novel of the eighth century. The author sets out to demonstrate 
the truth of the Christian religion compared to other religions. 
Picking up motifs in the criticism of traditional beliefs that were 
already a feature of ancient philosophy, he ultimately argues 
that reason itself leads one to choose Christianity. With an 
emotional lyricism he describes the life of the Christians, who 
have the commandments of Jesus “impressed on their heart.” 
Justin. The same approach is taken by Justin, a philosopher 
originally from Sichem (Flavia Neapolis, today Nablus) in 
Samaria. After following various philosophical schools, he 
converted to Christianity and went to Rome, where he opened 


his own school with the aim of deepening Christian thought. He 
died a martyr between 163 and 167, as we are told in the Acts of 
Justin and of his Companions (see below). 

From Justin are preserved two Apologias. The first was 
addressed around 153 to Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius and 
Lucius Verus; the second is a brief appendix to the first, written a 
short time later, after the sudden condemnation of three 
Christians by the Roman prefect Urbicus. The texts contain a 
firm demonstration of the judicial illegitimacy of persecutions 
based on nomen, i.e. on the mere fact of being Christians. The 
author treats the characteristics of the religion and the 
behaviour of its adepts, but he does not limit himself to a 
general treatment, also addressing specific problems, convinced 
that the main enemy of the Christian religion is ignorance about 
it. According to Justin the rigid morality of the Christians helped 
make them not an element of social disturbance, but loyal 
citizens, provided that the emperor would renounce his claims 
to divinity. 

The new religion is presented in philosophical terms that can 
be appreciated by a reader trained in ancient philosophy. Justin 
is not only talking to the pagans in terms familiar to them, but 
also reveals a notable openness towards pre-Christian culture, 
acknowledging that the major pagan philosophers had intuited 
fragments of the truth, which were then revealed by Christ. We 
should not see in Justin an attempt at syncretism between 
Christianity and elements of ancient philosophy: he is firmly 
convinced that the revelation definitively supersedes prior 
philosophical thought, but at the same time he avoids making a 
global condemnation of ancient culture, introducing the concept 
of the common end (truth) and of a certain continuity between 
pagan philosophy and Christian religion. An appealing aspect of 
his writings is his intelligent openness to understanding non- 
Christian culture, despite the firmness of his own profession of 
faith. 

On a quite similar level is another work by Justin, datable a 
few years later and entitled Dialogue with the Jew Trypho. Here he 
addresses the delicate problem of the relation of Christianity to 


Judaism. This work, which has survived with lacunae in its 
central part, reports a long dialogue between the author and an 
authoritative Jewish scholar, in which Justin tries to demonstrate 
the truth of the new religion, in particular by discussing the 
interpretation of the O/d Testament. This is certainly a literary 
fiction, though one may suppose that it could be based ona 
debate that really took place. The polemic is pursued by Justin 
firmly, but with intelligent respect for his adversary. 

Justin does not seem skilful in organising his material. His 
arguments follow each other in a way that seems arbitrary and 
interrupted by numerous digressions. The tone is firm and 
enthusiastic and he includes not only numerous quotations 
from Scriptures but also quotations and echoes of classical 
literature. 

Tatian. A radically opposite position is taken in the thought 
of the Syrian Tatian, although he was a disciple of Justin during a 
long stay at Rome. His Oration to the Greeks is a violent invective 
in which he makes use of the most sophisticated weapons of 
dialectic and deploys the methods of philosophical speculation 
in order to set out Christian thought, with the aim of 
condemning without reserve every aspect of pagan culture. The 
pars destruens, devoted to the criticism of paganism, takes up 
almost the whole of the work. Tatian parted from the Church 
after the death of Justin, and founded a rigorist sect in the East 
and composed the Diatessaron, a Gospel formed by reworking 
the testimony of the four canonical Gospels, which had a notable 
diffusion, as is demonstrated by the many translations of it that 
have survived: the original is lost. 

Athenagoras. From 177 there is a Legatio for the Christians 
sent by a certain Athenagoras, of whom we know nothing, to 
Marcus Aurelius and Commodus. In a peaceable and conciliatory 
tone and a style that is balanced and inspired by Atticist tastes, 
with an exposition that is orderly - not a common feature of 
these writings - the accusations of atheism, anthropophagy and 
incest made against the Christians are refuted. 

Theophilus of Antioch. Theophilus, bishop of Antioch, wrote 
three books To Autolycus, a person unknown to us, whom he 


addresses describing him as a friend. The work was composed 
after 180 (the third book contains a chronology of the world 
from the Creation to 180) and gives autonomous treatments in 
response to specific questions put to him by Autolycus. Various 
arguments are presented in it, in no order: a defence of the 
Christians against the most common accusations; a 
presentation of the Christian god with an allegorical 
interpretation of the Biblical account of the Creation and of 
Original Sin; condemnation of polytheism; and a demonstration 
that the prophets were prior to the pagan writers, to refute 
those who claim that the Christian religion was a recent 
invention. The condemnation of classical culture is total and he 
gives much more space than his predecessors to the message of 
Scripture; in fact, the text is more protreptic than apologetic in 
character. His other writings are lost. 

Melito of Sardis. We should note also Melito of Sardis, who 
lived in the mid-second century and whom we have already 
mentioned as the author of a homily. Only a fragment survives 
of his apologia: it confronts the problem of the relations 
between the empire and the Church, ultimately affirming the 
need for an organic link between these two institutions, as 
willed by the divine providential design. 

Anonymus ad Diognetum. The apologia that is most 
admirable from the stylistic point of view is certainly the 
anonymous work addressed To Diognetus, the dating of which 
ranges between 140 and 200. The author is responding to a 
question about the faith of the Christians that has been posed 
by a certain Diognetus, a pagan who seems to be an educated 
person and someone of some importance. The usual 
accusations against the Christians are presented and refuted, 
but a paraenetic tone predominates over an apologetic one, 
though there is no lack of polemical attacks on the traditional 
religion or on Judaism, underlining the total difference of the 
new religion from these. The author intelligently reworks 
themes drawn from the letters of Paul and presents his 
arguments with a clearly superior organisation compared to the 
other apologists. With infectious enthusiasm and skilful use of 


rhetoric, a justly famous passage explains the position of the 
Christians in the world (“in the world but not of the world”): like 
the soul is in the body but does not form part of it, so the 
Christians are in the world and apparently their customs can be 
assimilated to those of other people (i.e. they play a full part in 
social life), but their eyes and their vocation are turned 
elsewhere. 

Irrisio Ermiae. It is customary to include along with the group 
of apologetic writings also a work known as the Irrisio Ermiae, 
the full title of which is Alacuppos tTHv EEW PUoddQwYV, i.e. 
Mockery of the Pagan Philosophers (oi €&w, literally “the 
outsiders”). It is a very violent invective against pagan 
philosophy, about which, however, the author can often be seen 
to be badly informed. The text is not cited by other ancient 
authors and the dating proposals range from 200 to even as late 
as 600. 


1.4 Acts and Passions of the Martyrs 
1.4.1 Dying for the faith 


Among the earliest Christian texts, we should record a series of 
writings, characterised by forms that often differed sharply 
among themselves, which recounted and celebrated the deaths 
of the Martyrs, i.e. “witnesses” (udptupEc, martyres) to their 
faith even to the point of sacrificing their lives. 

In their earliest and simplest form, these accounts are called 
the Acts of the Martyrs, which offer a narrative that is stripped to 
the bare essentials. These are probably simple reproductions of 
the interrogations after which the Christians, having refused to 
recant, were condemned to death. Sometimes the bare account 
is supplemented and completed by short additional notices. 
Despite the total lack of literary elaboration of some texts, it is 
also easy to find in them passages that are deeply moving. 

These simple documentations subsequently tended to be 
accompanied by accounts that became ever richer and more 


extensive, generally called Passions. These contain reflection in 
various tenors, for example parallels between the martyr and 
scriptural figures are explicitly suggested. The literary form is 
more elaborate and the dialogue between the martyr and the 
accusers is richer, to the point that, in a later period, they at 
times turned into wholly fantastic accounts. 

Martyrdom is an imitation of Christ and the literary model 
for these narratives is obviously the Scriptures themselves. 
Scholars have sometimes wanted to see literary precedents for 
these writings in pagan works that praise the lives of 
philosophers or celebrate victims of imperial cruelty, yet it 
cannot be denied that, while not a new genre in an absolute 
sense, in the Christian sphere these works take on notably 
Original characteristics and lay the groundwork for major 
developments, also in very different directions. 

These writings arose in the first place out of the need to 
inform the community through the example of Christian 
heroism offered by the martyrs. Over time, they became a 
standard tool for reflection and catechesis on the topic of 
martyrdom, through the commemoration of the anniversary of 
the event, which was considered to be the martyr’s dies natalis 
(i.e. their day of birth into true life), and the recollection of the 
sufferings endured in the name of faith. 


1.4.2 The Acts of Justin and the Martyrdom of Polycarp 


A quite important document, also on account of its early date, is 
the Acts of Justin and of his Companions, which narrate the 
martyrdom of the apologetic writer Justin, of whom we have 
already spoken (see above). 

The Martyrdom of Polycarp is the earliest preserved 
testimony of the martyrdom of a single figure. Polycarp died on 
22 February 156. The account of his passion has been 
transmitted in the form of a letter signed by a certain Marcion, 
who can be identified with one of the addressees of the letters 
of Ignatius. The form is plain and direct, but we can clearly see 


here a greater level of elaboration than the sparse Acts of Justin. 
For example, in polemic against those who voluntarily suffered 
martyrdom by denouncing themselves, the editor dwells on 
details that tend to distinguish Polycarp from these voluntary 
martyrs. The dialogues and final prayer of the martyr also reveal 
a greater attention to the literary effect of the text. 


1.5 Internal polemic: the struggle against heresy 
1.5.1 Heresy and heresiarchs 


Quite different positions on various aspects of religious 
conceptions and theology were simultaneously present in the 
Christian communities right from the start, beginning from the 
differences between Paul and the Judaising currents, and there 
are clear traces even of different conceptions about the nature 
of Christ. However, these disagreements, although important, 
were initially tolerated within the Christian community, which 
had to present a united front against the attacks from outside. 
With the steady growth of the communities and the 
systematisation and deepening of Christian thought, it became 
ever more obvious that there was a need to defend the 
assemblage of doctrines considered to be right thinking 
(“orthodoxy”) against discordant interpretations that 
threatened its message in different ways. 


1.5.2 Gnosticism 


An important position in Christian culture of the first centuries is 
occupied by a movement known as gnosticism or more simply 
gnosis (from the Greek yv@otc, “knowledge”). We do not know 
much about this movement, or, to put it better, of this collection 
of innumerable small-scale movements, which was widely 
diffused across the entire Mediterranean area in the second and 
third centuries, since the condemnation of these religious 
conceptions has led to the complete loss of gnostic literature. 


Although much remains obscure, our knowledge has been 
improved thanks to the discovery, in a jar buried near the 
cemetery of Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt, of a series of gnostic 
writings in Coptic, and new papyrus discoveries are helping to 
improve our understanding of this phenomenon. On this topic, 
it is worth mentioning the Gospel of Judas recently discovered in 
a papyrus codex of 66 pages (which has been a subject also of 
media attention), which contains, as well as the Gospel of Judas, 
also the First Apocalypse of James, the Letter of Peter to Philip and 
a fragment of text provisionally known as the Book of Allogenes, 
a heresiarch of the third century A.D. 

Various scholars hold that gnosticism, rather than being a 
Christian heresy, had originally emerged as a pre-Christian 
pagan religion of syncretistic type, imbued in particular with 
Neoplatonic concepts; others suppose it had an origin in Jewish 
circles. However, the testimonies that are available to us at 
present make clear that this spiritual conception, while it does 
have strongly syncretistic characteristics, spread widely within a 
Christian setting from the second century onwards. At any rate, 
both the Christians themselves and the pagans engaged in anti- 
Christian polemic considered the gnostic sects to be a 
movement within Christianity. 

The basis of gnostic beliefs was the idea that the world is the 
fruit of the creation by a divine entity that, after a primordial sin, 
fell and wrongly came into contact with matter. The gnosis or 
knowledge preached by the gnostics is one obtained via a 
revelation. This revelation concerns the ways in which the 
Redeemer permits the Spirit, the divine substance that has fallen 
and has therefore become imprisoned in matter, to recover its 
primitive state of integrity. The gnostic Saviour does not come to 
redeem humanity by expiating its sins through his own 
suffering, but instead comes only to awaken knowledge within 
the portion of humanity made up of those endowed with the 
Spirit or divine Pneuma within themselves (who are for that 
reason called “pneumatics”); this knowledge is already present 
within them but is obscured by the decay that arises from 
matter. Hence the idea of a real incarnation of the Redeemer is 


unacceptable to them, since his resulting material aspect would 
be entirely apparent. The rest of humanity is divided between 
people of pure matter, who therefore cannot be saved, and 
others not endowed with Spirit but only with Anima or Psyche 
(“psychics”), who are in an intermediate condition and whose 
status varies among the different orientations of gnostic 
thought. The revelation is transmitted in esoteric form within 
groups consisting only of pneumatics, who are predestined to 
salvation. Individual schools of thought were then characterised 
by approaches which, as far as we know, differed notably among 
themselves. Among the more important gnostics we may cite 
the names of Basilides, Valentinus and Heracleon. 

A special position in the history of the gnostic heresy is 
occupied by Marcion, a Christian who believed that it was 
necessary to reject the Old Testament totally, since its Creator 
God, distinct from God the Father of the New Testament, was a 
figuration of the divine fall into contact with matter. Condemned 
in 144 by the church of Rome, Marcion abandoned it and 
founded a well organised alternative church of his own, which 
had a wide diffusion (unlike other gnostic sects). In particular he 
established, on the basis of his own theological vision, a canon 
that included only some of the writings traditionally considered 
to belong to the New Testament, eliminating the passages that 
underline the continuity between the Christian revelation and 
the Old Testament. This was among the reasons why orthodox 
Christianity felt the need to fix a definite canon that could 
oppose the Marcionite one (and other similar initiatives). 


1.5.3 Writers against heresy 


The birth and spread of heresies prompted and promoted an 
anti-heretical literature. The first author cited as combatting 
heresies is Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons. Born in Asia Minor, he 
moved to Gaul around 177, where he spent a long time engaged 
in the difficult work of evangelisation. Of his five books known 
as Against Heresies (the original title is "EAeyyoc kai dvatpottn 


Thc PeUSWVUHOU ywwoEws, A Refutation and Overthrow of 
Knowledge [gnosis] Falsely So-Called) all that remains is fragments 
of the Greek original and a Latin translation (perhaps third 
century), which seems to be literal. The text is particularly useful 
for knowledge of gnosticism, thanks to the analysis of gnosis 
provided in the first part. A work of apologetic character, the 
Proof of the Apostolic Preaching (‘ErtiSetEtcg to ATIOGTOALKOU 
KnpUyyatos), survives only in an Armenian version. In the 
preface to the Against Heresies the author declares that he is 
ignorant of rhetoric, and his style, although not without some 
happy moments, seems in fact to be quite uneducated. 

Composed later than 222, a work by an unknown author, 
known as the Philosophumena (®\AocogovpEva) and whose 
complete title translated into English is Refutation of All Heresies, 
in ten books (the second and third books are lost), aims to 
refute the various heresies, starting from the idea that they have 
all emerged through the damaging influence of philosophy and 
the pagan mysteries. The work is therefore an expression of a 
complete closing off against pagan culture and is interesting as 
a source of knowledge about gnostic doctrines. From the text 
one can deduce that the author was a Roman priest of eastern 
origin who, in the name of greater rigour, had opposed Pope 
Callistus, accusing him of laxness towards penitents. He has 
been identified with a writer by the name of Hippolytus 
mentioned by numerous sources, though with some 
divergences between them. 

The ancient sources also attribute to a Hippolytus another 
group of works that have been transmitted in partial 
translations into Georgian, Armenian and Old Slavonic and only 
partly in the original Greek. In particular, a group of exegetical 
works represents the oldest example of systematic and 
continuous exegesis of Scripture. These include a Commentary on 
the Song of Songs, in which the typological interpretation (i.e. an 
approach that aims to interpret the O/d Testament as a 
prefiguration of the events in the New Testament) appears for 
the first time in a Christian context, with the identification of the 
Bridegroom with Christ and the Bride with the Church. We then 


also have: a Commentary on Daniel, probably in homily form; a 
Commentary on the Benedictions of Isaac, Jacob and Moses anda 
homily on Kings I 17, Known as the Story of David and Goliath. The 
significant differences in the level of doctrinal thought rules out 
an attribution of all these works to the same author as of the 
Philosophumena, and many different theories have been 
proposed, including that the work of two different authors, both 
called Hippolytus, have been united in this corpus. 

Also transmitted in Greek under his name is a work On the 
Antichrist, whose coming is not seen as imminent, despite the 
persecution of the Christians. Finally, also attributed to 
Hippolytus are a Paschal Canon, i.e. a table for establishing the 
date of Easter, and the Apostolic Tradition, an ancient witness, 
together with the Didaché, to the liturgy and organisation of the 
Church, which has survived in small fragments quoted in later 
works. 


1.6 The school of Alexandria 
1.6.1 The rational study of revelation 


In the Imperial Era Alexandria remained one of the most 
important cities of the Roman empire after the capital and, as 
we said when discussing the Septuagint Bible translation (cf. The 
Hellenistic Age IX 1), it was the seat of a large and lively Jewish 
community. Eusebius of Caesarea and others speak of the 
creation in Alexandria of a true school of religious studies, called 
the Didaskaleion, under the authority of the local bishop, which 
was founded by a certain Pantaenus. The school probably 
started in a private form on the model of the pagan 
philosophical schools of the period and was not, at least at the 
beginning, an official structure with a place in the ecclesiastical 
order, as the tradition claims. It is no surprise, however, that a 
school of this type would have been born in a centre with such a 
great and ancient philosophical culture and one that was open 
to different influences. 


The new step taken by the thinkers of Alexandria was 
important. With notable intellectual force, they went in search of 
a more elaborate theoretical and rational systematisation of the 
Christian revelation, drawing also on tools of thought from 
ancient philosophy (in particular Plato), which were therefore re- 
evaluated in a constructive way. As regards exegesis, above all in 
Opposition to Judaism, the school worked out complex 
allegorical interpretations, applying to Scripture the pagan 
tradition’s ancient method of allegoresis. 


1.6.2 Clement of Alexandria 


The first author of the Alexandrian school from whom we have 
writings is Titus Flavius Clement, a person of vast and deep 
culture. Probably of Athenian origin and of pagan family, 
Clement was born around 150. He converted to Christianity after 
following various philosophical currents and, it seems, after 
being initiated into the pagan mysteries. He settled at 
Alexandria, where he was a pupil of Pantaenus, succeeding him 
as director of the Didaskaleion around 200. He abandoned 
Alexandria two years later, probably to escape the persecution 
of Septimius Severus, and around 211 he moved to Cappadocia. 
He died a little before 215. 

In the first of his works, the Exhortation to the Greeks 
(Protreptikos pros Hellenas), Clement picks up polemical motifs 
against pagan religion from the apologetic writings, but in a 
positive form, as an invitation to convert to the true wisdom 
constituted by Christianity. To capture the attention of learned 
pagans, Clement deployed an elaborate style full of quotations 
from classical poets and pieces of rhetorical bravura. The 
resources of philosophy are used as a tool for discovering the 
truth in Christ, the divine Logos, and even the title of the work 
connects to the ancient practice of exhortations to philosophy. 

The Paedagogus, composed by Clement after he had left 
Alexandria, is a work in three books that in a certain sense 
continues the previous work, as the author himself seems to 


indicate at the start, where he describes how the divine Logos 
acts on the faithful in three phases: exhortation to salvation; a 
first education; and finally deeper instruction (the Logos is thus 
a paedagogus or “teacher”). Matching the different content, this 
work has a less elaborate style than that of the Exhortation, but 
the phrasing is always elegant and the language pure and there 
is no shortage of moments of great rhetorical sophistication. 


The first book has general content and presents the Logos 
as a teacher full of love but also of severity, in order to 
direct the faithful properly (in evident polemic with 
gnostic-Marcionite thought, which attributed severity only 
to the God of the O/d Testament). The two following books 
present specific moral precepts and norms of behaviour, 
inspired by principles of moderation in part shared also by 
ancient philosophy. The author addresses, at times with 
unusual frankness, many problems concerning the 
behaviour to be maintained in relation to consumption 
(food, drinks, luxurious living), dance and music, leisure 
pursuits, the practice of bathing and conjugal life. The 
themes are treated with explicit firmness, but the stated 
norms resist a rigid asceticism. The work closes with a 
hymn to Logos in anapaests. 


Scholars have tried to identify the Stromateis (the title 
2TOWHATEtG Means “rug, mat, tapestry,” a metaphor for a 
miscellaneous work) with the third level of action of the Logos, 
but without success. The work is an eight-book collection of 
material and thoughts on disparate topics. The general intention 
is to find arguments to demonstrate that Christianity is the true 
philosophy. Despite the fact that it is an unordered collection of 
sketches of differing character, perhaps not intended for 
publication, and the formal workmanship is certainly inferior to 
that of the other works and is unequal within the work, it is the 
richest and most original of Clement’s writings. 

A work with the character of a homily is The Rich Man's 
Salvation (Tic 6 cwfduE-Voc TAOUOLOs;), which comments on a 
passage of the Gospel of Mark (10:17-31), interpreting the 


invitation to poverty in a moral-spiritual sense, an example of 
Clement's moderation and his tendency to harmonise the 
harsher points of Christian teaching with the values of the 
traditional culture. 


1.6.3 Origen of Alexandria 


The important figure of Clement was surpassed by that of 
another authoritative member of the Alexandrian school, 
Origen, with the byname Adamantios, i.e. “as hard as steel.” 
Born around 185 at Alexandria to a Christian family (his father 
died a martyr), at just eighteen he was summoned by the bishop 
of the city to direct the catechetic school, with the task of 
preparing those who were to receive baptism. It is in this period 
that, to satisfy an aspiration to radical ascesis, he subjected 
himself to castration. Encouraged by the demands of the more 
educated faithful and pagans and heretics who attended his 
lectures, he entrusted to others the training of the catechumens 
and devoted himself to courses at a higher level. He attended 
the lectures of Ammonius Saccas, teacher of the Neoplatonic 
Plotinus (cf. The Roman Imperial Period VII 1.4.2), in order to 
deepen his own knowledge in the field of pagan philosophy. In 
his theological thought Platonic influences can in fact be 
recognised. He undertook numerous voyages, in the course of 
which he preached at Caesarea and Jerusalem, although he was 
a layman, for which reason he was harshly reprimanded by his 
bishop and recalled to Alexandria. Around 230, during a stay at 
Caesarea in Palestine on another journey, he was ordained 
priest, again provoking the anger of the bishop of Alexandria, 
who banned him from his diocese and in 231 made him 
renounce his priesthood. Origen then definitively retired to 
Caesarea, where at the invitation of the local bishop he opened 
a school modelled on the programme of the one in Alexandria. 
During the harsh persecution of Decius (250-251) he was 
imprisoned and tortured. He died in 253. 

Origen’s literary output was immense. In the ancient world 


some thousands of works were attributed to him and the 
tradition represents his indefatigable activity as a writer by 
stating that he composed by simultaneously dictating to seven 
different stenographers. Certain ideas (for example that of the 
eternity of the world and of the total redemption or 
apocatastasis), and a theological terminology that was still 
imprecise and embryonic, caused his writings to be condemned 
as heretical in the following centuries, which led to the loss of a 
large part of them. Yet the importance of his work was 
enormous and it is easy to trace the enduring influence of his 
thought among Christian thinkers (if only because they opposed 
it). It should be noted that in very recent times (in 2012) a 
sensational discovery has led to the recovery of 29 unpublished 
homilies by Origen on the Psalms, only some of which were 
already known through a Latin translation. The new works cast 
an unforeseen light on Origen’s homiletic texts and, through the 
comparison with the Latin translations, on the character of the 
latter. 

Composed in the years between 246 and 248 is Against 
Celsus (Contra Celsum), an apologia that is sharply superior to 
the previous ones in its intellectual force. In it Origen refutes The 
True Doctrine of the pagan philosopher Celsus, which had been 
composed in 178 with an anti-Christian intent. Celsus’ work is 
lost and we know it only through the extensive extracts quoted 
by Origen in his refutation. 

The work that best allows us to grasp the originality of 
Origen’s theological thought is the four-book On Principles (Nepi 
apy@v, De Principiis), which has survived entire only in the Latin 
translation of Rufinus (who sometimes intervenes in the text to 
correct its less orthodox aspects). Origen begins by stating that, 
although some aspects of dogma are explicitly defined in 
Scriptures, others need to be derived from it by means of a 
speculative effort. One may attempt to summarise the content 
of the work by distinguishing in the four books treatments 
respectively on God, the created world, man and his 
characteristic of liberty, from which it comes to treat the 
Revelation. This is the first grand attempt to give a global 


theological-philosophical systematisation of the revealed truth, 
though the strong influence of Neoplatonic philosophy often 
leads Origen to depart from the testimony of Scriptures. 
Interpreting some biblical expressions in a Platonic sense, 
Origen came to envision a double level of the real: material 
reality is the image and symbol of a supernatural spiritual 
reality. This first attempt to make organic use of the tools of 
reason (and in particular of Platonic philosophy) in working out 
the content of the revelation is a fundamental step in the history 
of Christian thought. In 1941 the Egyptian desert at Tura (near 
Cairo) restored to us a papyrus codex containing the Dialogue of 
Origen with Heraclides and his Companions the Bishops, the report 
of a public theological discussion held in 245 in Arabia on the 
relations between Father and Son and on immortality. Among 
the paraenetic works we should record the text On Prayer (De 
Oratione). 

The largest part of Origen’s work (of which much has been 
lost, unfortunately) is formed by his exegetical work, which is 
conventionally divided into scholia (simple, brief notes of 
commentary), homilies (many of which are preserved in Latin 
translation) and true commentaries (which have often survived 
in fragmentary form within the so-called catenae, which consist 
of exegetical collections edited in the form of scholia to the 
biblical text). Origen works out complex allegorical exegeses of 
the Old Testament, but in reality he did not altogether refuse to 
acknowledge the literal and historical sense of these writings, 
and his own interpretation is in some cases typological, i.e. it 
aims to find in the Old Testament the prefiguration of events that 
then occurred with the coming of the Messiah. In the work On 
Principles Origen maintains, however, that three levels can be 
identified in Scriptures: one is yielded by the literal 
interpretation, which is therefore not derecognised but 
considered to be elementary; the second yields the moral 
interpretation, which teaches norms of behaviour; the third and 
most important is the spiritual level, in which we see in the 
narrated facts teachings concerning the spiritual sphere, the 
dimension of the divine. Also important was the philological 


work on the biblical text, which demonstrates Origen’s attention 
to textual aspects of the Bible. An epochal contribution in this 
context was his Hexapla, a colossal work preserved only in brief 
parts: a “sixfold” edition (this is what the title means) of the Old 
Testament, which reports side by side in six columns the Hebrew 
text, its transliteration into Greek characters and four 
translations into Greek, i.e. the Septuagint and those of Aquila, 
Symmachus and Theodotion. 

The works of Origen, unlike those of Clement, present little 
of interest in their stylistic elaboration or their compositional 
aspects. The argumentation is often disorderly, as is fair to 
expect with such a massive output, which, inspired by intentions 
not literary in character, must have left the author little time to 
add formal polish to his writings. 


1.6.4 Cohortatio ad gentiles 


In this section we should also briefly record the Cohortatio ad 
Gentiles (also referred to as Cohortatio ad Graecos), a violent anti- 
pagan invective that presents Platonic philosophy as a 
misunderstanding of Jewish wisdom. It is a text of uncertain 
date, but perhaps we may see in it polemical references against 
the way in which the first Alexandrians had exploited 
Neoplatonism. 


2 Christian literature after Constantine 


2.1 Christianity as the religion of the empire 


With the edict issued by Constantine in 313 the Christian 
religion, which up to that point had been illegal, began to 
become the religion of state. This was completed definitively in 
380 under Theodosius, who tried to use Christianity as a unifying 
element in the empire. 

This recognition of Christianity led to a rapid growth in the 


number of faithful, with consequences of various kinds. The 
ecclesiastical community took on the appearance, in an ever 
more marked way, of small cells within a system that was 
institutionally organised and dependent on the central 
community of Rome. The perception of a problem of internal 
unity became more acute and the struggle against heresy took 
on systematic form, also via the official instrument of the 
ecumenical council, which was an occasion for collegial debate 
among the bishops and for the formulation of Christian 
dogmas. In parallel, the position of the Church in relation to the 
empire became more complex, since the Church took on a role 
of great social and political influence and the emperors began to 
rely on the ecclesiastical organisation to reinforce or restore the 
unity of the empire itself. 

On the other hand, the fourth century was also the era that 
saw the resurgence of profane literature, which was committed 
to faithfully following the models of the past, alongside the new 
face of Christian literature, which had now become the 
expression of an official religion. The competition between the 
two cultures reached a critical point and a pivotal moment: 
paganism attempted a final tenacious resistance (above all 
through the pagan restoration of the emperor Julian: cf. The 
Roman Imperial Period X1 5), but the Christians were no longer 
prepared to be outshone by the traditional culture, which they 
were beginning to replace. 

In the exposition that follows, we cannot adopt a rigidly 
chronological criterion, but must take into account above all the 
geographical area to which the various authors belonged. The 
reason for this is that the different churches were situated in 
different political, social and cultural circumstances in the 
different areas, and Christianity spread in different ways and 
forms within these different realities. For example, the social 
circumstances of the members of the Christian communities 
varied notably, for historical reasons, from one place to another. 
This gave rise to a differentiation among the interests and 
problems addressed by authors, whose writings constantly 
reflect the concrete reality of their churches. 


2.2 The Alexandrian area: the Arian controversy 
2.2.1 Arianism 


A phenomenon of special importance that arose and spread in 
this period is the Arian heresy. Arius, born in Libya in 256, was a 
priest of the church of Alexandria in Egypt. In his Christological 
theology he maintained that the Son did not participate in the 
substance of the Father and was not co-eternal with the Father, 
but was simply the principal among his creatures. Arius 
formulated his doctrine in opposition to Sabellianism, a heresy 
which, to the contrary, did not distinguish the divine persons, 
considering Jesus to be simply a manifestation of the Father. 

After the excommunication of Arius (which occurred at 
Alexandria around 318), the heresy spread above all in the East 
and in 325 Constantine himself summoned a council at Nicaea 
to resolve the controversy, which was threatening the unity of 
the Church and, in some respects, also that of the empire. 
However, the condemnation of the Arian doctrine and the 
proclamation of the consubstantiality of the Son to the Father 
(the Son, according to the definition of the council, is OUOOUOLOG, 
“of the same substance” as the Father) did not end the question 
and the controversy continued to go back and forth. Other 
councils that followed, promoted by the emperor Constantius II 
and held at Rimini and Seleucia, adopted a version of the 
Apostolic Creed (i.e. the text containing the profession of faith 
and hence the fundamental truths of the Christian religion, 
commonly known as the Credo in Latin, from which the English 
word “creed” derives) in which the Son was not said to have the 
same substance as the Father (OUooUOLOoG), but to be of similar 
substance (OuoLovOLos). By this the Arian doctrine was in fact 
given some credit. The definitive defeat of Arianism occurred 
only much later and ensured the near-total disappearance of 
the literature of the Arian party. 


2.2.2 Athanasius of Alexandria 


The principal opponent of Arianism was Athanasius, he too 
belonging to the Alexandrian cultural climate. Born at 
Alexandria in 295, he was present at the Council of Nicaea of 325 
in his capacity as a priest in the entourage of the bishop of 
Alexandria, whom he succeeded in 328. Between 335 and 366, a 
period in which the Arians succeeded in obtaining imperial 
support, he was exiled first within Egypt and then to Rome and 
Trier. He was able to return to Alexandria only in 373. He died a 
few years later. 

From the period before the Arian controversy there survive 
two orations of a polemical and apologetic character, one 
Against the Greeks and one On the Incarnation of the Word. The 
first picks up the traditional polemic against pagan polytheism 
with arguments drawn for the most part from Greek philosophy, 
the second is concerned with the Incarnation, in polemic both 
against the pagans and against the Jews. The style of these 
writings, the fruit of carefully polished workmanship, is often 
rather cold. 

Avery different tone, which reveals Athanasius’ impassioned 
involvement in the controversy, is found in the works composed 
to refute Arius’ heresy, among which we should recall first of all 
the three Speeches Against the Arians (a fourth speech is probably 
spurious). In a rather disordered exposition, the theories of the 
Arians and their interpretations of Scriptures are refuted. Of 
particular interest are the three apologetic works: Against the 
Arians, To Constantius and a third composed to defend himself 
from the accusation of having evaded the Arian persecution by 
fleeing. In these works Athanasius, embroiled in defamatory 
accusations prompted by his adversaries, exploits his youthful 
studies of rhetoric, achieving moments of great expressive 
effectiveness. 

While forced away from the see of Alexandria, Athanasius 
was long in contact with the Egyptian monks, about whom he 
wrote numerous works. It is worth recalling in particular the 
work that is considered his greatest success from the literary 
point of view, the History of the Arians Addressed to the Monks, 
which has survived in mutilated form, in which he reconstructs 


the birth and spread of the Arian heresy; and the Life of Antony, a 
hermit who lived from the mid-third to the mid-fourth century 
and who is regarded as the founder of Egyptian monasticism. 
The Life, which we possess also in the form of reworkings and 
Latin translations, narrates in simple language, and indulging 
the miraculous element (the story of the temptations to which 
the Devil subjected the saint is famous), the life of this figure, 
whom Athanasius knew personally. The first part tells of the 
saint’s youth and monastic vocation; the large central section 
reports a long speech with moral and anti-Arian content, 
addressed by Antony to other monks; other episodes follow 
from his life and miracles. There has been much discussion 
about which literary models were followed by Athanasius in this 
work, which can clearly be traced in general to the ancient 
biographical tradition. What is certain is that Athanasius 
accomplished a composition that is able to include elements 
that are fresh and popular, enlivening a text that was a notable 
success and was adopted by later hagiographers as a model for 
composing lives of the saints in both the Greek and the Latin 
worlds. 

Quite important from a historical and dogmatic point of view 
are Athanasius’ letters. Then there are works, complete or 
fragmentary, that are exegetical in character, including a short 
work that briefly explicates the Apostolic Creed. Also under the 
name of Athanasius, who was universally recognised as the 
champion of Nicene anti-Arian orthodoxy, there have survived 
numerous spurious works of various character, attributed to 
him due to his authority. 


2.3 Eusebius of Caesarea 


Born at Caesarea in Palestine between 263 and 265, Eusebius 
studied with a follower of Origen named Pamphilus, with whom 
he was perhaps imprisoned during the persecution of Diocletian 
(303-304). Together they collaborated in composing an Apologia 
for Origen first in five books, to which Eusebius added a sixth 
after the death of his teacher. Eusebius was bishop of Caesarea 


from 313 to 315 and participated in the Arian controversy, taking 
an intermediate stance between the opposing positions, which 
earned him excommunication in 324. He was rehabilitated after 
the Council of Nicaea, when he accepted the Nicene Creed, but 
he never fully matched his position to that of Nicene orthodoxy. 
He was a personal friend of the emperor Constantine, to whom 
he was bound by a strong friendship, high esteem and 
admiration. Testimony to this is the enthusiastic speech he 
delivered on the occasion of the thirtieth anniversary of the 
emperor’s reign and the encomiastic work in four books On the 
Life of the Blessed Emperor Constantine. Eusebius’ attitude in 
these works seems clearly that of a courtier, but his 
unconditional admiration for Constantine can be understood in 
someone who had experienced the last great persecution 
pursued by Diocletian. He died before 340. 

Some of Eusebius’s works pick up the apologetic tradition. 
The contents are the usual topics in such writings, but they are 
clearly superior in their breadth and in the effort made towards 
exhaustivity and coherence in treating the individual themes. 
Leaving aside the works that have survived only in fragments, 
we may record the Preparation for the Gospel, in 15 books, which 
aims to demonstrate the superiority of Jewish wisdom over 
pagan knowledge, and the Proof of the Gospel in 20 books (the 
first ten and part of the fifteenth survive), which responds to 
accusations from the Jews by demostrating the purely 
temporary value of the Mosaic law. Dating to a later period are 
two polemical works on the trinitarian question: the two books 
Against Marcellus and the three On Ecclesiastical Theology, the 
only works by Eusebius on theological controversy. 

From his vast exegetical output there remain fragments of 
commentary on Isaiah, the Psalms and the Gospel of Luke. But 
more than an exegete or commentator, Eusebius was a learned 
scholar of the sacred texts. This is attested for example by a 
work of biblical geography of great thoroughness, from which 
the Onomasticon has survived, or by the Canones evangelici, a 
complex concordance of the Gospels. We should also recall the 
Evangelical Questions and Evangelical Solutions, which have 


survived in the Latin translation of Jerome, in which individual 
problems of interpretation are addressed. 

Eusebius is best known for his Ecclesiastical History, which in 
its definitive version consists of 10 books and tells the story of 
the Church from its origins to 324, the year in which the empire 
was reunified under Constantine. We have already observed (cf. 
The Roman Imperial Period III 2.2) how a great trove of official 
documents and erudite materials weighs down the reading of 
this work, but on the other hand constitutes a precious source 
about people and events in Church and empire in the first three 
centuries. With the Ecclesiastical History Eusebius inaugurated a 
new genre, namely ecclesiastical historiography, indicating that 
it was a necessity of the times that the Church be given a 
historical narration from its particular point of view. Between 
the fourth and sixth century the history found a fair number of 
imitators and continuators: Philostorgius, Socrates, Sozomen, 
Theodoret and Evagrius Scholasticus (cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period III 2.5). 

Also of great historiographical importance are the two 
works, mentioned above, that centre on the figure of 
Constantine: the speech celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of 
the emperor's reign and the four books On the Life of the Blessed 
Emperor Constantine. Both of them have survived in a version 
partially reworked at a later date, with an often rather pompous 
tone. The Life is accompanied by a Speech to the Assembly of the 
Saints attributed to Constantine himself, in which the emperor 
defends the Christian faith against pagan belief, attributing to 
Christ the merit for achieving the emperor’s own military 
successes. However, the Speech, if it is not a total invention, has 
certainly been reworked thoroughly by Eusebius. Although in 
the past doubts have been raised about the authenticity of the 
Life, the dominant view now attributes it to Eusebius. 

Among the historical works we may cite, finally, the 
Chronicle, of which significant remnants in indirect testimonies 
survive, versions that are in their turn based on a non-original 
version expanded with additions and reworked. This is a 
pareddown chronicle beginning from the birth of Abraham 


(placed in 2016 B.C.), accompanied by chronological tables. 


2.4 Authors from the Syrian-Palestinian area 
2.4.1 Cyril of Jerusalem 


Cyril was bishop of Jerusalem from 348 until his death in 387. We 
know that, before the death of the emperor Valens (378), who 
had pro-Arian tendencies, Cyril was removed from his see three 
times because of his hostility to the Arians. Nonetheless, the 
events of his life are in part obscure. It seems, in fact, that he 
had initially become bishop with the support of the Arians. He 
belonged to the homoeousian theological current, which was 
very successful in the Palestinian area. They were opposed to 
Arianism, but nor did they accept consubstantiality, i.e. the 
attribution of the same substance to the Father and the Son, as 
affirmed in the Nicene Creed, and instead maintained that Father 
and Son are of similar substance. 

From Cyril we have 24 sermons, known by the collective title 
Catechesis, since they were addressed to catechumens as 
instruction preceding baptism, and to the newly baptised. These 
writings are a stenographic report of the address delivered by 
Cyril and therefore they exhibit a modest level of formal 
sophistication. Often the direct and colloquial tone of the text is 
quite engaging. 


2.4.2 Epiphanius 


Epiphanius was born around 315 near Eleutheropolis in 
Palestine, south of Jerusalem. He spent a period in Egypt as a 
monk until, returning to his homeland, he founded a monastery. 
In 367 he became bishop of Constantia (the ancient Salamis). He 
died in 403. 

Epiphanius was a stern opponent of the application of 
classical speculative methods to Christian thought and hence to 
theological reflection, opposing a tendency that had had one of 


its boldest supporters in Origen (a pioneer of Christian theology 
whose enthusiasm and boldness had moved him to hardly 
acceptable extremes and to real misrepresentations of the 
apostolic message). Further, the culture diffused in the area of 
Syria and Palestine was traditionally resistant to spiritualism of 
Platonic-Origenian stamp. This does not alter the fact that 
Epiphanius’ refusal was anachronistic: the spread of Christianity 
in a world that until then had been imbued with pagan culture 
made it impossible to limit oneself by rejecting or ignoring the 
traditional culture in blind opposition. 

He was also firm in rejecting allegorical exegesis, although in 
the short work On the Twelve Gems (De gemmis) he attributed a 
symbolic value to the ornaments on the priest’s pectoral 
described in Scriptures. In Ancoratus (the title is a metaphorical 
reference to the safe anchorage of the true faith), Epiphanius 
presents a synthesis of Christian doctrine based exclusively on 
the Scriptures and on tradition. The polemical attacks present in 
Ancoratus are amplified in the Panarion (“medicine chest”), an 
immense work in which 80 Christian heresies and pagan 
philosophical schools are refuted. Attention to Scriptures is 
attested also in the treatise On Biblical Weights and Measures (De 
mensuris et ponderibus), an encyclopaedia that collects 
antiquarian notices of various kinds, which has survived whole 
in Syriac and in part in the original Greek. The style of 
Epiphanius is in general rather plodding and the structure of his 
works is not very linear and is full of repetitions. 


2.4.3 Apollinaris of Laodicea 


Also deserving mention is Apollinaris, who lived between 310 
and the end of the fourth century. He was a friend of Athanasius 
and bishop of the community of Laodicea in Syria, and was 
faithful to the Nicene Creed. In 381 he was condemned for his 
Christological conception (he maintained that in Christ both a 
body and a sensible soul can be recognised, while the rational 
soul, the nous, is substituted by the divine Logos). For this reason 


his vast literary output suffered condemnation by the Church 
and has in large part been lost. 

Apollinaris’ importance in the history of Christian literature 
lies above all in the attempt, in collaboration with his father, to 
react to the decree by which the emperor Julian prohibited 
Christian teachers from commenting on pagan authors by 
preparing a series of writings of Christian content but formally 
inserted into the classical literary tradition. For example he 
paraphrased the Pentateuch into hexameters and the historical 
books of the Bible into tragic or epic verse and rewrote the New 
Testament in the form of Platonic dialogues. All that survives of 
this experiment is a Paraphrase of the Psalms in hexameters on 
the Homeric model, although serious doubts remain about its 
authorship. It exhibits good technical skills but little literary 
value. The significance of his experience lies in how he accorded 
to pagan literature the role of irreplaceable formal model. 


2.5 The Cappadocian Fathers 
2.5.1 Saints at the frontier 


Among the most important Christian authors of this period, 
three were born and pursued their careers simultaneously ina 
region of Asia Minor that had in recent times been converted to 
the new religion, and hence was lacking in a cultural and 
religious tradition that could rival places like Alexandria of Egypt, 
namely Cappadocia. 

Two of them, Basil, bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia, and 
Gregory, bishop of Nyssa, were brothers. Their family, in good 
economic circumstances, had deep Christian roots. Their mother 
was the daughter of a martyr; their paternal grandmother 
Macrina had been a student of Gregory the Thaumaturge, the 
evangeliser of Cappadocia, and during a persecution, since she 
would not recant, she had been deprived of all her goods and 
forced to flee. Of the nine or ten children born from the union of 
these two families, maternal and paternal, four were declared 


saints by the Church: as well as Basil and Gregory, also Peter, 
bishop of Sebaste, and the nun Macrina, who bore her 
grandmother's name. 


2.5.2 Basil of Caesarea 


Born around 330 at Caesarea in Cappadocia, Basil studied at 
Constantinople and Athens, as was the tradition for young men 
of good family, and at Athens he met another young student: 
Gregory of Nazianzus, the third of the Cappadocian Fathers, 
with whom he was linked by an intimate friendship. He returned 
to his homeland in 326 and devoted himself to rhetorical activity, 
like his father, a famed rhetor. However, he was unsatisfied and, 
after a journey to various countries to meet teachers of the 
ascetic life, he retired to a hermitage near Neocaesarea in 
Pontus, where he was joined by his friend from his studies, 
Gregory. However, he was subsequently recalled to Caesarea by 
the bishop Eusebius, so that he could assist him. In 364 he was 
ordained priest and in 370 he took up the office of bishop. In 
this new role, Basil was both an ascetic and a man of action, to 
the point that, on account of his stature as a pastor, he gained 
the byname “the Great.” A capable organiser, he set up an 
imposing complex at the gates of Caesarea of works of 
assistance to the poor, sick, elderly and pilgrims. He sternly 
defended the Nicene Creed against the Arians supported by the 
emperor Valens and was able to operate with diplomacy and 
decision in the complex internal politics of the Church. He died 
on January 1, 379. 

Despite the onerous duties connected to his role as bishop, 
Basil's literary output was quite enormous. We may note here at 
least works such as the Moralia, a collection of texts that aim to 
constitute a guide to monastic life and containing, among other 
things, after two exhortations of a general character, 80 norms 
of Christian life inspired by the biblical texts, composed during 
Basil’s monastic period at Neocaesarea, and, from a later period, 
55 Long Rules and 313 Short Rules (in the form of a manual of 


questions and answers). The monastic model advanced by Basil 
is cenobitic (i.e. organised communities consisting of a number 
of monks), as opposed to the total isolation of the anchorites. 

Together with Gregory of Nazianzus, in his monastic period 
Basil composed an anthology of Origen’s writings, the Philocalia, 
which has made possible the preservation of texts that would 
otherwise in all likelihood have been lost, given the 
condemnation of Origen’s doctrines (see above). Among the 
dogmatic writings we may record: Against Eunomius, a work of 
anti-Arian polemic; the treatise On the Holy Spirit, on the 
definition of the third person of the Trinity, a problem that was 
open and particularly thorny in the fourth century; and the 
treatise On Baptism, of contested authorship. 

His exegetical work consists in practice only of his homiletic 
activity. Among the very many sermons, some of which are not 
authentic, we should note the Homilies on the Hexameron (i.e. on 
the account of the six days of the Creation), in an elevated tone, 
in which the bishop demonstrates his vast erudition also in the 
field of profane sciences and his love of culture. In a different 
tone are the Homilies on the Psalms, which contain simple 
exhortations of a moral character. Among the themes of these 
homilies we should note his particular insistence on moral 
themes linked to social necessities, such as assistance to the 
needy, the use of riches or the immorality of usury. In these 
exhortations Basil is in many cases indebted to the tradition of 
Cynic-Stoic diatribe, but they correspond to precise 
responsibilities that the bishop took up in his own person, as we 
have seen. 

His beautiful correspondence consists of over 300 letters of 
various content, which are interesting both as a historical 
document and witness to the figure of Basil, and also from the 
stylistic point of view. 

Finally we may record a short treatise of special interest for 
cultural and literary history and which gained later fame: the 
Address to Young Men on How They Might Derive Benefit from 
Greek Literature. Addressing the children of his sister, Basil 
addresses the thorny problem of the relations of Christians to 


pagan literature, which in this period still remained a formal 
model and basis of culture. The bishop maintains that in reality 
the literature of the Christian world, and Scriptures in particular, 
is clearly superior to the literature of the pagans, but at the 
same time that traditional literature should not be entirely ruled 
out for the Christian reader: there too, in both prose and poetry, 
one can find content inspired by high moral values, messages 
that ought to be appreciated even in a pagan text. Obviously we 
are a long way from attributing an autonomous value to pagan 
literature and thought and Basil's invitation is for a restricted 
and utilitarian use of the classical texts. Nonetheless, this 
affirmation of the paedagogic and propaedeutic value of pagan 
literature is important. Basil’s position is quite open and 
balanced for this period, even though it is necessary to specify 
that in this work he is not addressing the theme of the relation 
to pagan literature in general, but speaking of it from the point 
of view of the education of the young. 

Basil is certainly, in the common judgement of both ancients 
and moderns, one of the best of the Christian authors. A man of 
vast culture and a lover of knowledge, he is inspired by the 
language of pure Atticism, and his profound rhetorical training 
guides his style with a sure hand. However, this was a man of 
action whose literary output is always inspired by practical 
motives and by sincere passion, without slipping into dryness or 
the affectation of some professional rhetors. 


2.5.3 Gregory of Nazianzus 


The character of Gregory of Nazianzus is very different from that 
of his friend Basil. As is attested by the complex events of his 
life, he was not drawn to organisation or action: a sensitive and 
passionate man, quick to enthusiasm and disappointment, he 
did not have the temperament to devote himself to the 
government of a diocese or to cope with complex ecclesiastical 
politics. 

Ason of Christian parents (his father had converted to 


Christianity after a period belonging to a Jewish-pagan sect), he 
was born at Arianzus, a suburb of Nazianzus, around 329-330. 
He received a thorough education, going to study at Alexandria 
and Athens, among other places; at Athens he met Basil, whom 
he had already known at Caesarea in Cappadocia. Enthusiastic 
about rhetorical and philosophical studies, Gregory stayed at 
Athens longer than his friend, but then joined him in the 
monastic community that he had founded near Neocaesarea. In 
361-362 his father, who had become bishop of Nazianzus, 
wanted him at his side as a priest, but Gregory accepted this 
unwillingly and even ran away in order to return to his 
hermitage. From that moment his life was an alternation of 
pastoral duties and flights to the monastic life, which was more 
congenial to him. In 371 Basil named him bishop of Sasima, in 
order to confirm his own authority as metropolitan over the 
entire territory of Cappadocia against his pro-Arian opponents. 
But Gregory soon regretted his acquiescence to his friend's 
wishes and never went to his diocese. In 374, when his father 
was dead, he became bishop of Nazianzus, but after a short 
time he fled, again retiring to the monastic life, at Seleucia. 

In 379 he accepted the task of leading the small community 
of Nicene believers at Constantinople, a city where the 
community of Arian believers was at that time by far the 
majority and still had control over all the places of worship in the 
city. This time Gregory showed himself to be equal to his tough 
task and, thanks to his constant effort, the small Nicene 
community revived. An element of this success was due to the 
fame that was quickly won by Gregory’s eloquence. The five 
orations delivered in this period (called Theologica or On the 
Incarnation of the Word) are perhaps his most outstanding 
works. In 380 the emperor Theodosius entered Constantinople 
in triumph, reversing the situation in favour of the Nicene 
community and the following year a council, summoned to 
resolve the Christological controversy definitively, solemnly 
installed Gregory as bishop of Constantinople and chose him as 
presider. Once again, however, having found himself at the 
centre of opposing interests and complex conflicts, he showed 


little diplomatic ability. In brief, the situation deteriorated, the 
council opposed him and he dismissed himself from his role. He 
retired first to Nazianzus and then definitively to Arianzus, 
where he died in 390. 

Aman of deep culture and sophisticated rhetorical 
education, actively committed to the ideals of the Second 
Sophistic, Gregory is not only an excellent writer, able to exploit 
the possibilities of rhetoric excellently without falling into empty 
repetition of literary models. He was also a particularly 
significant figure for his way of exploiting the resources of 
traditional culture in the Christian sphere. With a sure hand he 
utilised elements of philosophical and literary culture that were 
very often regarded with suspicion by Christian authors, even 
though in his works he did not address the theme of the relation 
between pagan civilisation and Christianity in a systematic or in- 
depth way. 

Preserved from Gregory's vast oratorical output (in which 
the exegetical element is rarely present) are 45 Speeches or 
Orations, including the five Theological Orations already 
mentioned, which earned him the byname of “Theologian” (the 
“Second Theologian,” with reference to the evangelist John, the 
“First Theologian”). In reality the theological thought expressed 
in these orations does not present particularly original traits. He 
is indebted to previous thought and also to Stoic philosophical 
speculation. Clearly superior, on the other hand, is the order, 
precision and coherence with which these themes are treated, 
revealing great compositional artistry. Among the other 
Orations, on various topics, we may note the apologia for his 
own flight from Nazianzus in 361 and the speech with which he 
took his leave from the community of Constantinople, in which 
his highly sophisticated oratorical artistry excellently expresses 
this passionate figure’s touching emotion. In his two Invectives 
against Julian, composed after the emperor's death, Gregory 
vented with unprecedented vehemence all his own resentment 
at the recent attempt at a pagan restoration. Among the funeral 
orations we note the one on the death of Basil. Another group 
of orations is formed by the panegyrics for religious festivals or 


in praise of the saints. His correspondence also has strongly 
literary intentions, with 245 letters on various topics organised 
by the author himself with a view to publication (letter 51 is a 
sort of short treatise on letter-writing). 

Aside from works in prose, Gregory has left a poetic output 
that amounts to around 18,000 lines, for the most part 
composed in the period of retirement following his return from 
Constantinople. Despite some happy moments, his poetic work 
presents more coldness and artificiality than his prose. The 
metres used are very varied and traditional (dactylic hexameter, 
iambic trimeter, elegiac distich) and there are also 
unprecedented juxtapositions, trying out new strophic forms. In 
two poems of debated attribution Gregory even seems to be 
open to new metrical influences, no longer based on the 
traditional quantitative prosody. A collection of his epigrams 
forms Book VIII of the Palatine Anthology. The topics are as 
varied as the metres and range from strictly religious themes 
(prayer, biblical paraphrase, dogmatic and moral reflection) to 
historical and biographical ones. The most engaging lines are 
those that are autobiographical in character, inspired by 
personal circumstances, in which he addresses with a more 
sincere poetic sensibility the themes of friendship and, unusually 
for a Christian author, the inexorable passage of time. 

In the past also attributed to Gregory is the Christus patiens, 
acento in the form of a “tragedy” in which Euripidean 
hemistichs are adapted to represent the passion of Christ (and 
which is important also as a witness to lines of Euripides that are 
lost or corrupt). Today this tends to be considered a later work. 


2.5.4 Gregory of Nyssa 


The younger brother of Basil, born around 335, Gregory of 
Nyssa reveals a very different nature from that of the bishop of 
Caesarea. As we have said, Basil was a man of action and his 
spirit in this respect is reflected in his literary work. Gregory, to 
the contrary, was essentially a profound thinker. 


He studied at Caesarea and, it seems, did not complete his 
training through travel like the other Cappadocians. It can be 
seen that he was equally well instructed in rhetorical material 
and above all in philosophy. His good knowledge of Plato, 
Aristotle, the Stoics and Neoplatonics not only provided him with 
sound methodological and speculative foundations, but is also 
at the basis of his deep and original theological reflection. At 
first he did not follow the ascetic example of his brother: he 
married and became a teacher of rhetoric, but after a certain 
period he too followed Basil and Gregory of Nazianzus. In 371 
Basil appointed him bishop of Nyssa, just as he had appointed 
Gregory of Nazianzus to Sasima, to ensure that there were 
friendly bishops in strategic sees during the Arian controversy. 
Like Gregory of Nazianzus, however, Gregory of Nyssa, too, 
revealed that he had little inclination for the task and Basil 
himself chastises him in two letters for his lack of political sense 
and his naivety: in the course of a few years he was accused of 
embezzlement on a pretext and condemned to exile by a synod 
of Arian bishops. He returned to his see in 378, after the death 
of the pro-Arian emperor Valens, and from that point onward his 
prestige grew notably and his career was more successful. He 
was highly regarded by the emperor Theodosius, who conferred 
various official duties on him. After the death of Basil, he took 
over his position as defender of the Nicene faith. He participated 
in important councils, including the Council of Constantinople in 
381, in which the Nicene Creed was confirmed. In 380 he was 
elevated as bishop of Sebaste, but remained there for only a few 
months before returning to Nyssa. He died after 394. 

Gregory's literary output is copious and varied, and its 
speculative depth is adorned by a style that is skilful and full of 
brilliant rhetorical devices, testimony to a deep knowledge of 
the classics. Here we must limit ourselves to mentioning the 
principal works. 

His first work is the treatise On Virginity (370-371), with a 
complex structure, written at the invitation of his brother at a 
time when Basil was opposing the ascetic model of Eustathius of 
Sebaste, whom he accused of excessive rigour. Dating to 379 are 


the dialogues On the Soul and on the Resurrection, in which he 
interweaves the model of Plato’s Phaedo and the emotional 
recollection of his sister Macrina (whose Life he also wrote). The 
dialogue between Gregory himself and his sister at the point of 
her death treats the soul and its destiny of purification and 
rejoining God after death. 

Dating to around 385 is the Catechetical Discourse, an 
attempt at global systematisation of dogma (on the model of 
Origen’s Principles), intended to provide assistance to anyone 
engaged in catechesis. The manner of proceeding is Platonic in 
approach: he attempts to provide effective arguments by 
beginning from commonly accepted concepts, then working 
back from them to the truths of faith. Its orderly manner of 
proceeding, and the mastery and coherence with which dogma 
is addressed, set the Catechetical Discourse among Gregory’s 
most successful works. 

To be placed in the period between 380 and 383 are four 
treatises that have been transmitted under the title Against 
Eunomius, which use subtle analysis to continue the polemic 
already undertaken by Basil: the texts of the opponent are 
analysed and refuted in their tiniest details, down to every single 
expression. A similar manner of proceeding is found in the 
Antirrheticus, in which he replies to a work by Apollinaris. 

In the sphere of biblical exegesis we should note the treatise 
On the Making of Man and the Apology on the Hexameron, both 
linked to Basil’s work. The former proposes to complete the 
work of Basil and the latter is a defence of the Hexameron, 
although it corrects some of its theses. There is a clear influence 
of allegorical exegesis in the spirit of Origen, aiming to give an 
interpretation of the biblical text that is in harmony with the 
information provided by reason and “scientific knowledge.” 
Dating to the final years of Gregory's life is a quite original work, 
which can in part be assigned to the genre of exegesis: The Life 
of Moses. The Hebrew lawgiver is presented as a spiritual model 
and his life story is read as an image of the path of the soul 
towards perfection. First the events of the life of Moses are 
presented by paraphrasing the account in Exodus; this lays the 


foundations for the spiritual interpretation, which is developed 
in the second part. 


2.6 The school of Antioch 
2.6.1 Historical and literal biblical exegesis 


The Alexandrian tradition, championing an exegesis of spiritual 
type and the use of allegory, stood opposed to the historical and 
literal interpretation of the sacred text, which aimed rather to 
discover moral teachings and was preferred by scholars in 
another cultural centre of the first importance, Antioch in Syria. 
The city was also the seat of the famous rhetorical school of 
Libanius (cf. The Roman Imperial Period XI 4) and in it a Greek 
foundation was joined with different cultures (both Greek and 
Syriac were commonly spoken there). 

A large part of the rich literary output linked to the 
Antiochene school has been lost. Of authors such as Diodorus of 
Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia only a small number of 
texts have survived. We limit ourselves here to a brief mention 
of what remains of Theodore’s commentary on the Psalms, a 
significant example of some aspects of Antiochene exegesis. 
Every expression is commented upon, always taking careful 
account of the context, even when this means denying the 
interpretation of many expressions as messianic prophecies, in 
favour of a reading that better matches the historicity and the 
letter of the text. 

Beyond the loss of much of this literature, it should be said 
that the influence of Antiochene thought can be seen in the 
exegetic practice of figures working in other geographical areas, 
such as Cyril of Jerusalem and Epiphanius of Salamis. 


2.6.2 John Chrysostom 


Much has been preserved of the later figure of John, called 
Chrysostom (“golden mouth”) for his extraordinary eloquence. 


Born at Antioch to a wealthy family in 345, he received a careful 
education and was, among other things, a pupil of Libanius. 
Health problems obliged him to renounce the ascetic life, which 
he had undertaken at first with other hermits, then in total 
solitude. In 386 he became a priest and his bishop gave him the 
duty of preaching. His eloquence soon achieved great fame, to 
the point that, it was said, even Jews and pagans came in great 
numbers to hear him. Dating to this period are 21 speeches On 
Statues (De statuis), delivered during Lent of 387, while the 
populace was living in an atmosphere of terror after the statues 
of the imperial family were knocked down during a revolt 
against taxes and Theodosius’ revenge was feared. 

In 397, thanks to his great prestige as a preacher, 
Chrysostom was elevated to the position of bishop of 
Constantinople at the wish of the emperor Arcadius, despite the 
opposition of the see of Alexandria, the traditional adversary of 
Antioch. Chrysostom’s personality was not suited to life in the 
atmosphere of Constantinople, where a large role was played by 
the corrupt entourage at court. The bishop’s moral uprightness, 
his commitment to denouncing the gulf between the rich and 
the mass of the poor and his outspokenness in combatting the 
vices of the court earned him the deep affection of the people, 
but it soon made him hated by powerful figures. First he drew 
the anger of the powerful minister Eutropius, and in 403 he felt 
the hostility of the empress Eudoxia herself, whom Chrysostom 
had rebuked for greed. With her help the Alexandrian bishop 
Theophilus, who was hostile to the Antiochene Chrysostom, had 
him deposed by the Synod of the Oak, held at Chalcedon. The 
people rebelled against this decision and John was restored to 
his see, but after a few months he was again deposed at the 
initiative of the empress. He did not submit to this prohibition 
and at Easter 404 soldiers broke into the church during the 
ceremony of baptism. The disturbances that followed led the 
empress to send him into exile at Cucusus, a remote town in 
Cilicia. 

John nonetheless continued to take an interest in events at 
Constantinople and was in contact with many people who had 


remained loyal to him. His opponents were once again 
preoccupied with his popularity and in 407 they succeeded in 
achieving his transfer to Pityus, a desert region on the eastern 
shore of the Black Sea. He died at Comana, in Pontus, during the 
journey transferring him. Not until 438 was his body solemnly 
brought to Constantinople. 

Chrysostom’s extremely copious output consists almost 
entirely of homilies and sermons, over 500 of which have been 
transmitted under his name. Some of these orations have been 
preserved for us by the work of stenographers present when 
they were delivered at liturgical occasions. Many are exegetical 
homilies on the New and Old Testament (250 concern the letters 
of Paul), in which Chrysostom presents an exegesis on the 
Antiochene pattern, based on the literal meaning, but in which 
he does not hesitate to accept the typological value of Scriptures 
if the text offers an opportunity for it without excessive strain. 
Other sermons are dedicated to liturgical feasts and many had a 
catechetical role (i.e. in preparation for those about to be 
baptised). There are also sermons of a polemical character, 
panegyrics to saints and figures from the Old Testament and 
speeches of moral content. Among the most beautiful sermons 
we may record those in which the echo of current events can be 
heard: the speeches On the Statues and the two addressed to the 
minister Eutropius. In many texts the lack of a phase of 
polishing after delivery can be felt, but the bishop’s ability to 
improvise, along with his vehemence and enthusiasm as a 
preacher, make these among his most engaging and effective 
works. Particularly significant in this respect is the speech on the 
transience of human goods, which was improvised when the 
powerful imperial minister Eutropius, who had always opposed 
Chrysostom, had fallen into disgrace and sought refuge in the 
church during a service in order to escape arrest. The 
theological themes are often treated in a way that is not very 
organic, but this is due to the character of the author, who was 
not a theorist of dogma, but a pastor attentive to the needs of 
his flock. 

The non-homiletic texts belong above all to the period prior 


to taking office at Constantinople. We may note above all the 
dialogue On Priesthood (De sacerdotio) in six books, the most 
polished of his works and considered by many also to be the 
most successful, in which he praises the priestly vocation and 
debates with a friend whom he had encouraged to accept the 
episcopate although he himself had then run away to avoid it. 
He also wrote a book On Virginity, one On Vainglory and on the 
Education of Children, letters and treatises on the monastic life. 
Some consider spurious two works with a different interest, a 
Panegyric of St Babylas, in which the author opposes the emperor 
Julian the Apostate, and a work Against the Jews and Gentiles on 
the Divinity of Christ. Finally, we should recall his correspondence, 
which almost all dates to the period of his exile. 

Traditionally Chrysostom is remembered with the byname of 
the “Christian Demosthenes.” Labels of this kind do not mean a 
lot, of course, but it is true that, in the manner of the famous 
Athenian orator, he matched his refined rhetorical training with 
a sincere commitment and a vehemence that made his words 
particularly effective. 


2.6.3 Theodoret of Cyrrhus and the Christological controversy 


We will end this section by briefly recording the figure of 
Theodoret, born at Antioch in 393 and bishop of the small city of 
Cyrrhus (in Asia Minor). He was the last great theorist of the 
school of Antioch and played a role of primary importance in the 
Nestorian controversy. 

Theodoret was involved in complex Christological 
controversies, which set in opposition the church of Antioch and 
that of Alexandria. Nestorius, a bishop of Constantinople of the 
Antiochene school, while accentuating the humanity of the 
figure of Christ had, among other things, denied that Mary could 
be called the Mother of God, which provoked a violent reaction 
from Bishop Cyril of Alexandria (cf. next section). Theodoret 
opposed Cyril’s theses, refusing to subscribe to the 
condemnation of Nestorius. To the contrary, he condemned the 


monophysite theses of Eutyches, who saw in Christ a single 
divine nature and not two natures, divine and human, united 
but distinct. The position adopted by Theodoret within the 
Christological controversies earned him dismissal from his 
position. He returned to his career only after he was ready to 
openly condemn the position of Nestorius, though with some 
specifications that preserved the fundamental essence of 
Antiochene Christology. 

Theodoret was a man of immense culture and enormously 
wide interests. His multifaceted work, which can be appreciated 
also for the clarity with which he addressed topics, has in large 
part been lost, the result also of a posthumous condemnation 
inflicted on him in 553 (he had died around 466). Despite this, 
the surviving texts are quite numerous. We have already 
mentioned the Ecclesiastical History (cf. above 2.3.2), which 
aimed to continue the history of Eusebius of Caesarea and drew 
on those of Socrates and Sozomen, covering the period from 
323 to 428. We note here the value that the History assumes also 
as a source for the Antiochene point of view on the Arian 
controversy (though the Nestorian controversy remains 
excluded). 

Among the works of theological polemic, his refutation of 
the Twelve Anathemas of Cyril of Alexandria, which we will 
discuss shortly, has reached us thanks to the extracts that Cyril 
makes from it in his response. We may then also recall the 
Eranistes, in which he combats the monophysite doctrine that 
was spread at Constantinople by Eutyches. As well as its strictly 
theological value, the work deserves attention for the presence 
of hundreds of passages from earlier authors, which are cited as 
authorities to confirm the theses presented, forming a useful 
testimony to the authoritative status achieved by the writings of 
the Church Fathers, as well as an example of a new way of 
arguing, which is found in part also in the writings of his 
adversary Cyril. His exegetical work is vast: we have continuous 
commentaries on the Psalms, the Song of Songs, the books of the 
prophets and the letters of Paul, and also some exegetical works 
structured as questions and answers. Theodoret’s exegesis is 


clearly inspired by Antiochene principles, i.e. with particular 
interest in the literal interpretation of the text, but does not 
entirely rule out the approach of typological interpretation, 
though without indulging in strained readings. The orderly 
structure of a manual of questions and answers may be the 
inspiration for the form of an apologetic work by Theodoret: 
twelve speeches collected under the title Cure of the Sicknesses of 
the Greeks (Graecarum Affectionum Curatio) or Demonstration of 
the Truth of the Gospels by Means of Greek Philosophy. The work 
sets out to provide members of the faithful who are less well 
instructed in the faith with answers to questions and objections 
that might be made to them by pagans. It is therefore 
subdivided in a systematic way, by individual questions. 


2.7 Africa: the end of the Alexandrian school 
2.7.1 Cyril of Alexandria 


Born around 370 and a nephew of Bishop Theophilus of 
Alexandria (the opponent of Chrysostom), Cyril succeeded him 
in 412, after having briefly been a monk. During his episcopate 
he found himself in continuous struggles involving dogmatic 
polemic. During the Nestorian controversy he at first succeeded 
in having his opponent condemned, then he was condemned in 
his turn and imprisoned, until, after the exiling of Nestorius, he 
reached a final accord with the Nestorians. This was not the only 
controversy in which he was involved: he always dealt with the 
incessant struggles with extreme decisiveness and harshness 
against heretics and personal enemies, demonstrating a hard 
and at times aggressive nature. 

As regards his imposing literary activity, which is in large 
part lost, Cyril was not a skilful writer at all. The violence of his 
invective sometimes enlivens his style, though it is in most cases 
clumsy and barely effective. 

A large part of his output is linked to doctrinal polemics. The 
Book of Treasures Concerning the Holy and Consubstantial Trinity, 


the seven dialogues Concerning the Holy and Consubstantial 
Trinity and a brief explanation of the Nicene Creed are connected 
to the controversy over the Arians. Numerous works are 
opposed to the Nestorians: the Refutation of the Blasphemies of 
Nestorius, the treatise Against those who will not confess the divine 
maternity of the Holy Virgin and the dialogue That Christ is One. 
Addressed to the emperor Theodosius II and members of the 
imperial family are the Addresses Concerning the True Faith, an 
Apologetic Discourse and an explanation of the Twelve Anathemas 
(ava8eya meaning “curse, excommunication”) issued by Cyril 
against Nestorius. With the work Against the Synousiasts he 
combatted the Apollinarist heresy (from Apollinaris of Laodicea, 
cf. above 2.4.3) and in the Letter to the Monks of Phua he 
launches polemics against Origenism. He also wrote a long 
apologia, of which 10 books survive. 

As regards Cyril’s exegetical work, we should mention the 
dialogue in 17 books On Adoration and Cult in Spirit and Truth and 
the Glaphyra in 12 books (the title alludes metaphorically to the 
“chiselled, well polished” character of the interpretations), in 
which Cyril employs historical and typological exegesis to 
demonstrate that the O/d Testament is a preparation and 
prefiguration of the New. His commentaries work along the 
same lines: for example, in the commentary on Isaiah and the 
twelve minor prophets, the author aims to seek both the literal 
and the spiritual meaning of the text. We may recall finally the 
29 encyclical Festive Letters, by which the bishop communicated 
the date of Easter, which are devoted to moral exhortation. 

Cyril is the last exponent of the prestigious Alexandrian 
tradition in the Greek language. A few years after his death, the 
church of Alexandria set off on a new path, which led it to 
detach itself from the catholic church and to profess 
monophysitism, the theology of Eutyches that saw in Christ only 
a divine nature and not a human one, and in parallel it adopted 
Coptic as its official language. The role of the final heir to 
Alexandrian culture seems a little paradoxical for a figure such 
as Cyril: lacking philosophical education, he saw philosophy as 
the cause of Origen’s aberrations in thought, and in general he 


regarded the influence of philosophy as negative and the cause 
of heresies. 


2.7.2 Synesius of Cyrene 


We have already spoken of the Cyrenaican Synesius (370-413) in 
the chapter on rhetoric in Late Antiquity (cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period XI 7), to which we refer for notices on his life and works. 
Here we return to emphasise only the syncretistic character of 
his cultural profile, which achieved an original synthesis of 
Neoplatonic and Christian thought. He was educated at 
Alexandria at the school of Hypatia (cf. The Roman Imperial 
Period VII 1.4.7) and had lived in the heated climate of 
Christological polemics that inflamed the Christian community 
of that city. A particularly emblematic meaning is borne also by 
his election as bishop of Ptolemais, which took place through 
wild popular demand, despite the fact that he was still a pagan 
and did not want to renounce his own particular philosophical 
conceptions (for example the idea of the pre-existence of souls 
and the eternity of the world), which were hardly to be 
reconciled to traditional orthodoxy. The episode is an eloquent 
sign of the political role that had already been assumed by the 
office of bishop: Synesius, a son of the traditional aristocracy, 
was seen as the defender of his city, rather than its spiritual 
guide. 
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Dexippus1, 2 

Dicaearchus of Messanat1, 2, 3 

Dictys Cretensis1, 2 

Didaché 1188, 1 

Didymus Chalcenterus1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

Dinarchus1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

Dinon1 

Dio Cocceianus (see Dio of Prusa) 

Diodorus Cronus1 

Diodorus Siculus1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 13, 14, 
15, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19 

Diodorus of Tarsus1 

Diodorus of Tyre’ 

Diogenes Laertius1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9, 9, 10, 11, 11, 12, 13, 14, 
15, 16,17 

Diogenes of Apollonia, 2 

Diogenes of Babylon1, 2, 3 

Diogenes of Oenoandat, 2, 3 

Diogenes of Sinope or “the Cynic” 1, 2, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

Diogenianus of Heracleat 

Diomedes, Latin grammarian1 

Dionysiades of Mallus1 


Dionysius Longinus (see On the Sublime) 

Dionysius, Methodist doctor’ 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus1, 2, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 10, 11, 12, 
12, 13, 14, 15, 15, 16, 17, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 22, 23, 24, 24, 
25, 25, 26, 26, 27, 26, 29, 29, 30,31 

Dionysius of Miletus1, 2, 2 

Dionysius Periegetes1, 2, 3 

Dionysius Thrax1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6 

Dio of Prusa, said Chrysostom1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 9, 10, 10, 11, 
12, 13 

Diophantus1 

Dioscorides of Alexandria‘ 

Diotimus of Adramyttium1 

Diphilus1 

Dissoi Logoi (Stocoi Adyot)1 

Dorpfeld, Wilhelm1, 2 

Dosiadas1 

Droysen, Johann Gustav1 

Duris1, 2, 2 

Ecphantides1 

Empedocles of Acragas1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 
14,15; 1G, 17, 18 

Ennius1 

Ephippus, Comic poet1 

Ephippus of Olynthus1, 2 

Ephorus of Cyme'1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 11, 12, 13, 13, 
14 

Epicharmus1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 

Epicrates1 

Epictetus of Hierapolis1, 2, 3, 3, 4 

Epicurus of Samos1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 

Epimenides of Crete1, 2 

Epiphanius of Eleutheropolis1 

Epiphanius of Salamis‘ 

Erasistratus of Ceos1, 2 

Eratosthenes of Cyrene, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 11, 12, 13, 
14 


Eratosthenes Scholasticus1 

Erinna1 

Etymologica', 2 

Eubulus, Comic poet1, 2 

Euclid1, 2, 3, 4 

Euclides of Megara1, 2, 3, 4 

Eudemus of Rhodes1, 2 

Eudorus1 

Eudoxus of Cnidus1, 2, 2, 3, 4 

Euhemerus of Messana1 

Eugammon of Cyrene, 2 

Eumelus of Corinth1, 2 

Eumenes of Cardia1, 2, 3 

Eunapius of Sardis1, 2, 3, 3, 4 

Euphorion, Tragic poet1, 2, 3 

Euphorion of Chalcis1, 2, 3, 4, 4 

Euphronius of Chersonesus1 

Eupolis1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

Euripides, 2, 3, 3,4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 
12; Ve, 13,19, 20) 2) 22, 22, 25,25, 28, 2 eo ee) 2st, ey ee, 
29, 30, 30, 31, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 40, 41, 42, 
43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 48, 49, 50, 50, 51, 52, 53, 54 

-Alcestis1, 2,3, 4,5 

- Andromache}, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

- Bacchael, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7 

- Cyclops1, 2,3, 4,5,5 

- Children of Heracles1, 2, 3, 3,4,4,5 

- Electrai, 2, 3, 4, 4 

- Hecuba', 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

- Helen, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8 

- Heracles1, 2, 3, 3 

- Hippolytus1, 2, 3, 3,4, 4,5 

- Iphigenia among the Taurians1, 2, 3, 4 

- Iphigenia at Aulis', 2, 3, 4, 4 

-fon1, 2,3, 4,4 

- Medea’, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7 

- Orestes1, 2,3, 4,5 


- Phoenician Women'|, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

- Rhesus (Pseudo-Euripides)1, 2, 3, 4 

- Suppliant Women, 2, 3 

- Trojan Women’, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6 

Euripides the Younger 1, 2, 2 

Eusebius of Caesarea, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 11, 12 

Eustathius (or Eumathius) Macrembolites1 

Eustathius of Antioch’ 

Eustathius of Thessalonica1, 2 

Euthydemus, Collector of texts1 

Eutocius1 

Evagrius Scholasticus1, 2 

Exagogél, 2 

Excerpta Constantiniana1, 2, 3 

Ezekiel vd. Exagogé 

Fabius Pictor1, 2, 3 

Favorinus of Arles1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

Ficino, Marsilio1 

Finley, Moses Israel1, 2 

Flavius Josephus, 2, 3, 4, 4 

Flavius Philostratus (see Philostratus II) 

Foscolo, Ugo1 

Fronto1, 2, 3 

Freud, Sigmund1 

Galen1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 8 

Glycon1 

Gnomologium Vaticanum| 

Golden Verses‘ 

Gorgias of Leontini1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 
14, 15, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 19, 20, 21 

Gospels, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 9 

- Gospel of John’, 2, 3,3 

- Gospel of Judas’ 

- Gospel of Luke1, 2, 3, 4, 4 

- Gospel of Mark1, 2, 3,3, 4,4,5 

- Gospel of Matthew1, 2, 3, 4, 4 

Greek Anthology! 


Gregory of Nazianzus1, 2, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5,5 
Gregory of Nyssa1, 2, 3 

Gregory the Thaumaturge1 

Hagias of Troezen1 

Harpocration, Valerius‘ 

Havelock, Eric Alfred1, 2 

Hecataeus of Abdera1, 2 

Hecataeus of Miletus1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 
-The Geographic Map 1, 2 

-Genealogies or Histories1, 2 

-Periégésis of the Earth1, 2 

Hédelin abate d’Aubignac, Francois 
Hedylus of Samos1 

Hegesianax of Alexandria1 

Hegesias of Magnesia1, 2, 2, 3 
Hegesippus1 

Heliodorus, Pneumatist doctor1 
Heliodorus, Grammarian1 

Heliodorus of Emesai, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7 
Hellanicus of Mytilene1, 2, 2, 3, 4 
Hellenica of Oxyrhynchus1, 2, 2 

Helvius Cinna1 

Hephaestion1, 2, 3, 4 

Heracleon1 

Heraclides Lembus1, 2, 3 

Heraclides of Miletus1 

Heraclides of Tarentum1 

Heraclides Ponticus1, 2 

Heraclitus, Author of the Homeric Problems1 
Heraclitus of Ephesus1, 2, 3, 3, 4,5 
Hermagoras of Temnos1, 2 

Hermann, Gottfried1, 2 

Hermarchus1 

Hermas1, 2, 3 

Hermesianax of Colophon’, 2, 3 
Hermes Trismegistos1, 2, 3 

Hermetic Writings1, 2, 3, 4 


Hermippus, Comic poet, 2, 3 

Hermogenes of Tarsus1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

Herodas1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

Herodes Atticus1, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6 

Herodian, Historian1, 2 

Herodotus, Eclectic doctor1 

Herodotus, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 14, 15, 16, 17, 
17, 18, 19, 19, 20, 20, 21,22, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 26, 27, 28, 28, 
259, 30, 30, 31,31, 32,32, 33, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 37, 36, 39,40, 
41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 
57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 62, 63, 64, 65 

- The Histories1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8, 8, 9, 9, 10, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 14, 
15, 16 

Heron of Alexandria‘, 2 

Herophilus of Chalcedon1, 2 

Hesiod 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 15, 16, 17, 
18, 19, 20, 21, 22,23, 24,25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 
34, 35, 36, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 40, 41,42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 
49 

- Theogony, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 

- Works and Days, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 

Hesychius of Alexandria1, 2, 3 

Heyne, Christian Gottlob1 

Hierocles1 

Hieronymus of Cardia1, 2, 3, 4,5 

Himerius of Prusa1, 2, 3, 4, 4 

Hippocrates of Cos and the Hippocratic Corpus1, 2, 3, 4,5, 6, 7, 7, 
8 

Historia Augusta’ 

History of Apollonius King of Tyre (Historia Apollonii regis Tyrii)1, 2 

Hipparchus of Nicaea1, 2, 2 

Hippias of Elis1, 2, 3, 4,5 

Hippolytus1 

Hipponax of Ephesus1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 
14, 15, 16,17, 17, 18 

Hippys of Rhegium1, 2 

Homer, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 9, 10, 10, 11, 11, 12, 12, 13, 13, 14, 


15, 16, 17, 18, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 29, 
30, 31, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 41, 42, 43, 
43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 55, 56, 57, 
57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 63, 64, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68, 68, 69, 69 

= iliad1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 8, 9, 9, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 13, 14, 14, 15, 
16, 16, 17, 17, 18, 18, 19, 19, 20, 21, 21, 22, 23, 24, 24, 25, 26, 
27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 39, 40, 41, 42, 
43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 47, 48, 48 

= Odyssey, 2, 3,4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 11, 12, 13, 13, 14, 
14,15, 15, 16, 17, 18, 18, 19, 19, 20,21, 22, 23, 24, 24, 25,26, 
26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 
43, 44, 44, 45 

Homer “Minor” 1, 2 

- Batrachomyomachia\, 2, 2 

- Homeric Epigrams(, 2 

- Homeric Hymns, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 

- Margites1 

Homerus of Byzantium1 

Horace1, 2, 2, 3,4, 5 

Hypatia1, 2, 3 

Hyperides1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 

Iamblichus, Neoplatonist philosopher 1, 2, 3, 4 

Iamblicus, Novelist1, 2 

Iambulus1, 2, 3 

Ibycus of Rhegium1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7,8 

Ignatius of Antioch’, 2, 2 

Introductio sive medicus1 

Iophon1, 2, 3 

Ion, Rhapsode1, 2, 3 

Ion of Chios1, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7 

Irenaeus of Lyons1, 2 

Irrisio Ermiae‘ 

Isaeus1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6 

Isocrates1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 15, 16, 17, 
18, 18, 19, 20, 20, 21, 22, 22, 23, 24, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 
31,31, 32,39 

Istrus1 


Iustus of Tiberias1 

Jacoby, Felix’, 2, 2 

James, Apostle1, 2 

Johannes Xiphilinus1 

John Chrysostom1, 2, 3, 3 

John of Gaza‘ 

John of Stobi1, 2, 3, 4 

John the Evangelist1, 2, 3, 3, 4 

- Apocalypse', 2, 3, 3 

- Letters1, 2 

- Gospel (see Gospel of John) 

Jordanes1 

Joseph and Aseneth, Novel of1 

Juba‘ 

Jude, author of the Letter of Jude, 2 

Julius Africanus1 

Julius Vestinus1 

Julian “the Chaldaean”’1 

Julian the Egyptian1 

Julian the Emperor, or “the Apostate” 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 8, 9, 9, 
10, 11, 12, 13 

Julian “the Theurge” 1 

Justin (see also Acts of Justin and of his Companions)1, 2, 3 

Kirchhoff, Adolf1 

Korfmann, Manfred1, 2 

Lachmann, Karl1 

Lamprias1, 2, 2, 3 

Lasus of Hermione, 2, 3 

Leonidas of Alexandria, Eclectic doctor1 

Leonidas of Alexandria, Epigrammatist1 

Leonidas of Tarentum1, 2 

Leopardi, Giacomo1, 2, 3 

Lesches of Mytilene1 

Letter of Aristeas to Philocrates1, 2, 2 

Letter of James1, 2 

Letter of Jude (see Jude) 

Letters of Peter1, 2 


Letter of Peter to Philip‘ 

Letters of Phalaris1 

Letters of the Apostles (see also John, Jude, Paul of Tarsus, Letter 
of James, Letters of Peter)1 

Letter to the Hebrews1, 2, 2 

Leucippus1, 2, 2 

Leucon1 

Libanius of Antioch1, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6 

Licinius Calvus1, 2 

Linus1 

Lives of Homer (see also Pseudo-Plutarch: On the Life and Poetry 
of Homer) 1, 2, 3 

Lives of the Ten Orators1, 2, 3,4, 5 

Livy1, 2, 3 

Lollianus1 

Longus (“Sophistes”)1, 2, 3 

Lord, Albert Bates1, 2, 3, 4 

Luke the Evangelist (see also: Gospel of Luke and Acts of the 
Apostles)1, 2 

Lucian of Samosata1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9,10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 14 

- The dialogues1, 2, 2, 3 

-A True Story1, 2, 3 

Lucillius1 

Lucius of Patras1, 2 

Lucius or The Ass1, 2, 3, 3, 4 

Lucius Septimius1 

Lucretius, 2, 3 

Lutatius Catulus1 

Lycophron of Chalcis1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7 

Lycurgus, Athenian orator and politician1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 
11,12 

Lydiaca, 2 

Lysias1, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 16 

Macedonius of Thessalonica1 

Machon1 

Magical Hymns1, 2 

Magnes1 


Magnus1 

Malchus of Philadelphia‘ 

Manethot1 

Marcellus of Side1 

Marcion, heretical1, 2 

Marcion (see Martyrdom of Polycarp) 

Marcus Argentarius1 

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 
14,15, 16, 17, 18, 19,20, 20,21, 22,23 

Mark the Evangelist (see Gospel of Mark) 

Marmor Parium|, 2, 3, 4 

Marsyas1 

Martial 

Martyrdom of Polycarp (Martyrium Polycarpi)1 

Matthew the Evangelist (see Gospe/ of Matthew) 

Maximus Planudes (see also Planudean Anthology or Appendix 
Planudea)1, 2 

Maximus of Ephesus‘ 

Maximus of Tyre1, 2, 3, 4 

Medius1 

Megacleides1 

Megasthenes1, 2 

Melanippides of Melos1 

Melanthius, Tragic poet 

Melanthius, Atthidographer1, 2 

Meleager of Gadara1, 2, 2 

Meletus1, 2 

Melinnol, 2 

Melissus of Samosi, 2, 3, 3, 4 

Melito of Sardis1, 2 

Menaechmus of Sicyon1 

Menander1, 2, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 13, 14, 15, 
16, 16, 17 

- Aspis (The Shield)1, 2, 2, 3 

- Dyskolos (The Peevish Fellow)1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6 

- Epitrepontes (Men at Arbitration) 1, 2, 2, 3, 4 

- Herds (Guardian Spirit)1, 2, 3, 4 


- Misoumenos (The Hated Man)1, 2, 3 

- Perikeiromené (The Girl with Her Hair Cut Short) 1, 2, 3, 4 

- Samia (Woman from Samos)1, 2, 2, 3, 4 

- SicyOnios or Sicyonioi (The Sicyonians)1, 2 

Menander Rhetor1, 2 

Menelaus of Aegae1 

Menemachus1 

Menippus of Gadara’1, 2, 3, 4,5 

Mesomedes of Crete1, 2 

Metagenes1 

Metiochus and Parthenope|, 2, 3 

Metrodorus of Lampsacus1 

Mimnermus of Colophon’, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 
14,15 

Minucianus of Athens1, 2 

Mnasalces of Sicyon1 

Mnaseas1 

Mnesimachus1 

Morsimus1 

Morychus1 

Moschion1 

Moschus1, 2, 2, 3, 3 

Muratori, Ludovico Antonio (see also Canon Muratori)1 

Musaeus, Grammatikos1, 2, 3 

Musaeus, Legendary epic poet’, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

Musaeus of Ephesus1 

Musti, Domenico1 

Nagy, Gregory! 

Nearchus1, 2, 3, 4, 4,5 

Neleus of Scepsis1, 2, 2 

Neoptolemus of Parium1 

Nestor of Laranda1, 2 

New Testamenti, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 7, 8, 

Nicander of Colophon’, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 

Nicanor1 

Nicetes of Smyrna1, 2, 3 

Nicholas of Myra‘ 


Nicolaus of Damascus1, 2, 3, 4, 4,5 

Nicomachus of Gerasa1, 2 

Nicophon1 

Nicostratus1 

Ninus Novel, 2, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

Nonnus of Panopolis1, 2, 3, 4, 4 

Nossis of Locri1, 2 

Novel of Calligone| 

Novel of Chione|, 2, 3, 4 

Novel of Sesonchosis1 

Numenius of Apamea1, 2 

Odes of Solomon' 

Old Testament (see also Bible)1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 9, 10, 11, 11, 
12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 16, 17, 18, 19 

Olympic discourses1, 2 

Olympicus1 

Olympiodorus, Neoplatonist1 

Olympiodorus of Thebes1, 2 

Onesicritus1, 2, 2, 3, 3, 4 

On the Sublime1, 2, 3, 4,5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 11, 12 

Oppian of Anazarbus1 

Oppian of Apamea1, 2 

Oracles (see Chaldaean Oracles, Delphic Oracles and Sibylline 
Oracles) 

Oribasius of Pergamum1 

Origen “the Pagan”1 

Origen of Alexandria1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6 

Orpheus, 2, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 10, 11, 11, 12 

Orphic Argonautica', 2, 3 

Orphic Hymns1, 2, 3 

Orus of Alexandria1 

Ovid1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

Palatine Anthology1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 9, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13 

Palladas of Alexandria1, 2 

Pamphilus of Alexandria1 

Panaetius of Rhodes1, 2, 3, 3, 4 

Panya(s)sis of Halicarnassus1, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7,8 


Papias of Hierapolis1 

Pappus of Alexandria‘, 2 

Parmenides of Elea1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 
15, 16, 17, 18 

Parry, Milman’, 2, 2, 3, 3, 4 

Parthenius of Nicaea1, 2 

Passions (see Acts and Passions of the Martyrs) 

Paul of Tarsus1, 2, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 7, 8 

Paulus Silentiarius1, 2, 3 

Pausanias of Damascus1, 2 

Pausanias1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 13 

Pearson, Lionel1 

Pedanius Dioscorides1 

Persica', 2, 2, 3,4 

Petrarch, 2 

Petronius1, 2 

Peter, Apostle, 2, 2, 3, 4,5 

Phaedimus of Bisanthe1 

Phalaecus1 

Phalaris (see Letters of Phalaris) 

Phanocles1, 2 

Phanodemus1, 2, 3 

Pherecrates1, 2, 3, 4,5, 6 

Pherecydes of Athens1, 2 

Pherecydes of Syros1, 2, 3, 4 

Philarchus1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6 

Philemon’ 

Philetaerus1 

Philicus of Corcyrat 

Philinus of Acragas1, 2 

Philinus of Cos1, 2 

Philippus, Pneumatist doctor1 

Philippus of Opus1, 2 

Philippus of Thessalonica1, 2 

Philiscus, Comic poet1 

Philiscus of Miletus1 

Philistus of Syracuse1, 2, 3, 4, 4,5 


Philitas of Cos1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 

Philocles I1 

Philochorus1, 2, 3, 4, 4 

Philodemus of Gadara1, 2, 3, 3, 4 

Philon of Byzantium1, 2 

Philon of Larissa1, 2 

Philonides1, 2, 3 

Philo of Alexandria1, 2, 3, 4, 5,5 

Philosophumena (see Refutation of All Heresies) 

Philostorgius1, 2 

Philostratus I1 

Philostratus II (Flavius Philostratus)1, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8 

Philostratus III1 

Philostratus IV1 

Philoxenus of Alexandria1, 2, 3 

Philoxenus of Cythera‘ 

Phocylides of Miletus1, 2 

Phoenix of Colophon1, 2 

Phormis1, 2 

Photius1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 16, 
17, 18, 19 

Phrynichus Arabius, Atticist1, 2 

Phrynichus, Comic poet?, 2, 3, 4,5 

Phrynichus of Athens, Tragic poet1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 11 

Phrynis of Mytilene1, 2 

Pigres of Halicarnassus1, 2 

Pindar of Cynoscephalae1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 11, 12, 12, 
13,14, 14, 15, 16, 17,16, 19,20, 20, 21, 22, 23, 23, 24, 25,25, 
26, 27,28, 29, 30, 31, 32,33 

- Epiniciai, 2, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4,5 

Pisander of Camirus1, 2, 3 

Pytheas of Massalia1, 2 

Planudean Anthology or Appendix Planudea (see alsoMaximus 
Planudes)1, 2 

Plato, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8,'9, 10, 11, 12, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 
19, 20,20; 21, 22, 22, 23, 24, 25, 25, 26, 26, 27, 28, 28, 29, 30, 
31; 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 36, 37,38, 39, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43; 44, 


45, 46, 46, 47, 47, 48, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 
59, 60, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 71, 72, 72, 73, 
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